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The Novels
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Jacobs was born in Wapping, London, in 1863 and his early life was spent on a wharf, where his father was manager. His birthplace has not survived, but this 1859 etching by James McNeill Whistler gives an idea of what the area would have looked like during Jacobs boyhood. 
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Wapping was transformed by redevelopment in the late twentieth century  but a taste of the bustling East End port that Jacobs would have known and on which he drew for his nautical characters and settings, still remains in old stairs such as this one.


A MASTER OF CRAFT
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Jacobs first novel was published in 1900, having appeared in a serialised form the previous year. By the time the novel was published, Jacobs was already a successful writer of short stories, having earned an exclusive deal with The Strand magazine.

As with much of Jacobs work, the novel is light-hearted and humorous, telling the story of the philandering mariner, Captain Fowler and his romantic entanglements. The novel is dedicated to Jacobs young wife, Agnes Eleanor Williams, a noted suffragette. 
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Title page of the first edition


CHAPTER I.

A pretty girl stood alone on the jetty of an old-fashioned wharf at Wapping, looking down upon the silent deck of a schooner below. No smoke issued from the soot-stained cowl of the galley, and the fore-scuttle and the companion were both inhospitably closed. The quiet of evening was over everything, broken only by the whirr of the paddles of a passenger steamer as it passed carefully up the centre of the river, or the plash of a lightermans huge sweep as he piloted his unwieldy craft down on the last remnant of the ebb-tide. In shore, various craft sat lightly on the soft Thames mud: some sheeting a rigid uprightness, others with their decks at various angles of discomfort.

The girl stood a minute or two in thought, and put her small foot out tentatively towards the rigging some few feet distant. It was an awkward jump, and she was still considering it, when she heard footsteps behind, and a young man, increasing his pace as he saw her, came rapidly on to the jetty.

This is the Foam, isnt it? enquired the girl, as he stood expectantly. I want to see Captain Flower.

He went ashore about half an hour ago, said the other.

The girl tapped impatiently with her foot. You dont know what time hell be back, I suppose? she enquired.

He shook his head. I think hes gone for the evening, he said, pondering; he was very careful about his dress.

The ghost of a smile trembled on the girls lips. He has gone to call for me, she said. I must have missed him. I wonder what Id better do.

Wait here till he comes back, said the man, without hesitation.

The girl wavered. I suppose, hell guess Ive come here, she said, thoughtfully.

Sure to, said the other promptly.

Its a long way to Poplar, she said, reflectively. Youre Mr. Fraser, the mate, I suppose? Captain Flower has spoken to me about you.

Thats my name, said the other.

My names Tyrell, said the girl, smiling. I daresay youve heard Captain Flower mention it?

Must have done, said Fraser, slowly. He stood looking at the girl before him, at her dark hair and shining dark eyes, inwardly wondering why the captain, a fervid admirer of the sex, had not mentioned her.

Will you come on board and wait? he asked. Ill bring a chair up on deck for you if you will.

The girl stood a moment in consideration, and then, with another faint reference to the distance of Poplar from Wapping, assented. The mate sprang nimbly into the ratlins, and then, extending a hand, helped her carefully to the deck.

How nice it feels to be on a ship again! said the girl, looking contentedly about her, as the mate brought up a canvas chair from below. I used to go with my father sometimes when he was alive, but I havent been on a ship now for two years or more.

The mate, who was watching her closely, made no reply. He was thinking that a straw hat with scarlet flowers went remarkably well with the dark eyes and hair beneath it, and also that the deck of the schooner had never before seemed such an inviting place as it was at this moment.

Captain Flower keeps his ship in good condition, said the visitor, somewhat embarrassed by his gaze.

He takes a pride in her, said Fraser; and its his uncles craft, so theres no stint. She never wants for paint or repairs, and Flowers as nice a man to sail under as one could wish. Weve had the same crew for years.

Hes very kind and jolly, said the girl.

Hes one of the best fellows breathing, said the mate, warmly; he saved my life once  went overboard after me when we were doing over ten knots an hour, and was nearly drowned himself.

That was fine of him, said Miss Tyrell, eagerly. He never told me anything about it, and I think thats rather fine too. I like brave men. Have you ever been overboard after anybody?

Fraser shook his head somewhat despondently. Im not much of a swimmer, said he.

But youd go in for anybody if you saw them drowning? persisted Miss Tyrell, in a surprised voice.

I dont know, im sure, said Fraser. I hope I should.

Do you mean to say, said Miss Tyrell, severely, that if I fell into the river here, for instance, you wouldnt jump in and try to save me?

Of course I should. said Fraser, hotly. I should jump in after you if I couldnt swim a stroke.

Miss Tyrell, somewhat taken aback, murmured her gratification.

I should go in after you, continued the mate who was loath to depart from the subject, if it was blowing a gale, and the sea full of sharks.

What a blessing it is there are no sharks round our coast, said Miss Tyrell, in somewhat of a hurry to get away from the mates heroism. Have you ever seen one?

Saw them in the Indian Ocean when I was an apprentice, replied Fraser.

Youve been on foreign-going ships then? said the girl. I wonder you gave it up for this.

This suits me better, said Fraser; my fathers an old man, and he wanted me home. I shall have a little steamer hes got an interest in as soon as her present skipper goes, so its just as well for me to know these waters.

In this wise they sat talking until evening gave way to night, and the deck of the Foam was obscured in shadow. Lamps were lit on the wharves, and passing craft hung out their side-lights. The girl rose to her feet.

I wont wait any longer; I must be going, she said.

He may be back at any moment, urged the mate.

No, Id better go, thank you, replied the girl; its getting late. I dont like going home alone.

Ill come with you, if youll let me, said the mate, eagerly.

All the way? said Miss Tyrell, with the air of one bargaining.

Of course, said Fraser.

Well, Ill give him another half-hour, then, said the girl, calmly. Shall we go down to the cabin? Its rather chilly up here now.

The mate showed her below, and, lighting the lamp, took a seat opposite and told her a few tales of the sea, culled when he was an apprentice, and credulous of ear. Miss Tyrell retaliated with some told her by her father, from which Fraser was able to form his own opinion of that estimable mariner. The last story was of a humourous nature, and the laughter which ensued grated oddly on the ear of the sturdy, good-looking seaman who had just come on board. He stopped at the companion for a moment listening in amazement, and then, hastily descending, entered the cabin.

Poppy! he cried. Why, Ive been waiting up at the Wheelers for you for nearly a couple of hours.

I must have missed you, said Miss Tyrell, serenely. Annoying, isnt it?

The master of the Foam said it was, and seemed from his manner to be anxious to do more justice to the subject than that.

I didnt dream youd come down here, he said, at length.

No, you never invited me, so I came without, said the girl softly; its a dear little schooner, and I like it very much. I shall come often.

A slight shade passed over Captain Flowers face, but he said nothing.

You must take me back now, said Miss Tyrell. Good-bye, Mr. Fraser.

She held out her hand to the mate, and giving a friendly pressure, left the cabin, followed by Flower.

The mate let them get clear of the ship, and then, clambering on to the jetty, watched them off the wharf, and, plunging his hands into his pockets, whistled softly.

Poppy Tyrell, he said to himself, slowly. Poppy Tyrell! I wonder why the skipper has never mentioned her. I wonder why she took his arm. I wonder whether she knows that hes engaged to be married.

Deep in thought he paced slowly up and down the wharf, and then wandered listlessly round the piled-up empties and bags of sugar in the open floor beneath the warehouse. A glance through the windows of the office showed him the watchman slumbering peacefully by the light of a solitary gas-jet, and he went back to the schooner and gazed at the dark water and the dim shapes of the neighbouring craft in a vein of gentle melancholy. He walked to the place where her chair had been, and tried to conjure up the scene again; then, becoming uncertain as to the exact spot, went down to the cabin, where, the locker being immovable, no such difficulty presented itself. He gazed his fill, and then, smoking a meditative pipe, turned in and fell fast asleep.

He was awakened suddenly from a dream of rescuing a small shark surrounded by a horde of hungry Poppies, by the hurried and dramatic entrance of Captain Fred Flower. The captains eyes were wild and his face harassed, and he unlocked the door of his state-room and stood with the handle of it in his hand before he paused to answer the question in the mates sleepy eyes.

Its all right, Jack, he said, breathlessly.

Im glad of that, said the mate, calmly.

I hurried a bit, said the skipper.

Anxious to see me again, I suppose, said the mate; what are you listening for?

Thought I heard somebody in the water as I came aboard, said Flower glibly.

What have you been up to? enquired the other, quickly.

Captain Flower turned and regarded him with a look of offended dignity.

Good heavens! dont look like that, said the mate, misreading it. You havent chucked anybody overboard, have you?

If anybody should happen to come aboard this vessel, said Flower, without deigning to reply to the question, and ask questions about the master of it, hes as unlike me, Jack, as any two people in this world can be. Dye understand?

Youd better tell me what youve been up to, urged the mate.

As for your inquisitiveness, Jack, it dont become you, said Flower, with severity; but I dont suppose itll be necessary to trouble you at all.

He walked out of the cabin and stood listening at the foot of the companion-ladder, and the mate heard him walk a little way up. When he reentered the cabin his face had cleared, and he smiled comfortably.

I shall just turn in for an hour, he said, amiably; good-night, Jack.

Good-night, said the curious mate. I say   he sat up suddenly in his bunk and looked seriously at the skipper.

Well? said the other.

I suppose, said the mate, with a slight cough I suppose its nothing about that girl that was down here?

Certainly not, said Flower, violently. He extinguished the lamp, and, entering his state-room, closed the door and locked it, and the mate, after lying a little while drowsily wondering what it all meant, fell asleep again.


CHAPTER II.

WHILE the skipper and mate slumbered peacefully below, the watchman sat on a post at the extreme end of the jetty, yearning for human society and gazing fearfully behind him at the silent, dimly-lit wharf. The two gas-lamps high up on the walls gave but a faint light, and in no way dispelled the deep shadows thrown by the cranes and the piled-up empties which littered the place. He gazed intently at the dark opening of the floor beneath the warehouse, half fancying that he could again discern the veiled apparition which had looked in at him through the office window, and had finally vanished before his horror-struck eyes in a corner the only outlet to which was a grating. Albeit a careful man and tender, the watchman pinched himself. He was awake, and, rubbing the injured part, swore softly.

If I go down and tell em, he murmured softly, in allusion to the crew, whatll they do? Laugh at me.

He glanced behind him again, and, rising hastily to his feet, nearly fell on to the deck below as a dark figure appeared for a moment at the opening and then vanished again. With more alacrity than might have been expected of a man of his figure, he dropped into the rigging and lowered himself on to the schooner.

The scuttle was open, and the seamens lusty snores fell upon his ears like sweet music. He backed down the ladder, and groped in the darkness towards the bunks with outstretched hand. One snore stopped instantly.

Eh! said a sleepy voice. Wot! Ere, what the blazes are you up to?

A right, Joe, said the watchman, cheerfully.

But it aint all right, said the seaman, sharply, comin down in the dark an ketchin old o peoples noses. Give me quite a start, you did.

Its nothing to the start Ive ad, said the other, pathetically; theres a ghost on the wharf, Joe. I want you to come up with me and see what it is.

Yes, Im sure to do that, said Joe, turning over in his bunk till it creaked with his weight. Go away, and let me get to sleep again. I dont get a nights rest like you do, you know.

Whats the matter? enquired a sleepy voice.

Old George ere ses theres a ghost on the wharf, said Joe.

Ive seen it three times, said the watchman, eager for sympathy.

I expect its a death-warning for you, George, said the voice, solemnly. The last watchman died sudden, you remember.

So he did, said Joe.

His art was wrong, said George, curtly; ad been for years.

Well, we cant do nothin for you, George, said Joe, kindly; its no good us going up. We shant see it. It isnt meant for us.

Ow dyer know its a ghost, said a third voice, impatiently; very likely while youre all jawing about it down ere its a-burglin the offis.

Joe gave a startled grunt, and, rolling out of his bunk, grabbed his trousers, and began to dress. Three other shadowy forms followed suit, and, hastily dressing, followed the watchman on deck and gained the wharf. They went through the gloomy ground floor in a body, yawning sleepily.

I shouldnt like to be a watchman, said a young ordinary seaman named Tim, with a shiver; a ghost might easy do anything with you while you was all alone. Praps it walks up an down behind you, George, makin faces. We shall be gorn in another hour, George.

The office, when they reached it, was undisturbed, and, staying only long enough to drink the watchmans coffee, which was heating on a gas-jet, they left it and began to search the wharf, Joe leading with a small lantern.

Are we all ere? demanded Tim, suddenly.

I am, said the cook, emphatically.

Cos I see suthing right behind them bags o sugar, said the youth, clutching hold of the cook on one side and the watchman on the other. Spread out a bit, chaps.

Joe dashed boldly round with the lantern. There was a faint scream and an exclamation of triumph from the seaman. Ive got it! he shouted.

The others followed hastily, and saw the fearless Joe firmly gripping the apparition. At the sight the cook furtively combed his hair with his fingers, while Tim modestly buttoned up his jacket.

Take this lantern, sos I can hold her better, said Joe, extending it.

The cook took it from him, and holding it up, revealed the face of a tall, good-looking woman of some seven or eight and twenty.

What are you doin here? demanded the watchman, with official austerity.

Im waiting for a friend of mine, said the visitor, struggling with Joe. Make this man leave go of me, please.

Joe, said the watchman, with severity. Im ashamed of you. Who is your friend, miss?

His name is Robinson, said the lady. He came on here about an hour ago. Im waiting for him.

Theres nobody here, said the watchman, shaking his head.

Im not sure he didnt go on that little ship, said the lady; but if he has, I suppose I can wait here till he comes off. Im not doing any harm.

The shipll sail in about an hours time, miss, said Tim, regretfully, but there aint nobody o the name of Robinson aboard her. All the crews ere, and theres only the skipper and mate on her besides.

You cant deceive me, young man, so dont try it, said the lady, sharply. I followed him on here, and he hasnt gone off, because the gate has been locked since.

I cant think who the lady means, said Joe.

I aint seen nobody come aboard. If he did, hes down the cabin.

Well, Ill go down there, said the lady, promptly.

Well, miss, its nothing to do with us, said Joe, but its my opinion youll find the skipper and mate has turned in.

Well, Im going down, said the lady, gripping her parasol firmly by the middle; they cant eat me.

She walked towards the Foam, followed by the perplexed crew, and with the able assistance of five pairs of hands reached the deck. The companion was open, and at Joes whispered instructions she turned and descended the steps backwards.

It was at first quite dark in the cabin, but as the visitors eyes became accustomed to it, she could just discern the outlines of a small table, while a steady breathing assured her that somebody was sleeping close by. Feeling her way to the table she discovered, a locker, and, taking a seat, coughed gently. The breathing continuing quite undisturbed, she coughed again, twice.

The breathing stopped suddenly. Who the devils that coughing? asked a surprised voice.

I beg pardon, Im sure, said the visitor, but is there a Mr. Robinson down here?

The reply was so faint and smothered that she could not hear it. It was evident that the speaker, a modest man, was now speaking from beneath the bedclothes.

Is Mr. Robinson here? she repeated loudly.

Never heard of him, said the smothered voice.

Its my opinion, said the visitor, hotly, that youre trying to deceive me. Have you got a match?

The owner of the voice said that he had not, and with chilly propriety added that he wouldnt give it to her if he had. Whereupon the lady rose, and, fumbling on the little mantel-piece, found a box and struck one. There was a lamp nailed to the bulkhead over the mantel-piece, and calmly removing the chimney, she lit it.

A red, excited face, with the bedclothes fast about its neck, appeared in a small bunk and stared at her in speechless amaze. The visitor returned his gaze calmly, and then looked carefully round the cabin.

Where does that lead to? she asked, pointing to the door of the state-room.

The mate, remembering in time the mysterious behaviour of Flower, considered the situation. Thats the pantry, he said, untruthfully.

The visitor rose and tried the handle. The door was locked, and she looked doubtfully at the mate. I suppose thats a leg of mutton I can hear asleep in there, she said, with acerbity.

You can suppose what you like, said the mate, testily; why dont you go away? Im surprised at you.

Youll be more surprised before Ive done with you, said the lady, with emotion. My Freds in there, and you know it.

Your Fred! said Fraser, in great surprise.

Mr. Robinson, said the visitor, correcting herself.

I tell you theres nobody in there except the skipper, said the mate.

You said it was the pantry just now, exclaimed the other, sharply.

The skipper sleeps in the pantry sos he can keep his eye on the meat, explained Fraser.

The visitor looked at him angrily. What sort of a man is he? she enquired, suddenly.

Youll soon know if he comes out, said the mate. Hes the worst-tempered man afloat, I should think. If he comes out and finds you here, I dont know what hell do.

Im not afraid of him, said the other, with spirit. What do you call him? Skipper?

The mate nodded, and the visitor tapped loudly at the door. Skipper! she cried, Skipper!

No answer being vouchsafed, she repeated her cry in a voice louder than before.

Hes a heavy sleeper, said the perturbed Fraser; better go away, theres a good girl.

The lady, scornfully ignoring him, rapped on the door and again called upon its occupant. Then, despite her assurance, she sprang back with a scream as a reply burst through the door with the suddenness and fury of a thunder-clap.

Halloa! it said.

My goodness, said the visitor, aghast. What a voice! What a terrible voice!

She recovered herself and again approached the door.

Is there a gentleman named Robinson in there? she asked, timidly.

Gentleman named who? came the thunderclap again.

Robinson, said the lady, faintly.

No! No! said the thunder-clap. Then Go away, it rumbled. Go away.

The reverberation of that mighty voice rolled and shook through the cabin. It even affected the mate, for the visitor, glancing towards him, saw that he had nervously concealed himself beneath the bedclothes, and was shaking with fright.

I daresay his bark is worse than his bite, said the visitor, trembling; anyway, Im going to stay here. I saw Mr. Robinson come here, and I believe hes got him in there. Killing him, perhaps. Oh! Oh!

To the mates consternation she began to laugh, and then changed to a piercing scream, and, unused to the sex as he was, he realised that this was the much-dreaded hysteria of which he had often heard, and he faced her with a face as pallid as her own.

Chuck some water over yourself, he said, hastily, nodding at a jug which stood on the table. I cant very well get up to do it myself.

The lady ignored this advice, and by dint of much strength of mind regained her self-control. She sat down on the locker again, and folding her arms showed clearly her intention to remain.

Half an hour passed; the visitor still sat grimly upright. Twice she sniffed slightly, and, with a delicate handkerchief, pushed up her veil and wiped away the faint beginnings of a tear.

I suppose you think Im acting strangely? she said, catching the mates eye after one of these episodes.

Oh, dont mind me, said the mate, with studied politeness; dont mind hurting my feelings or taking my character away.

Pooh! youre a man, said the visitor, scornfully; but character or no character, Im going to see into that room before I go away, if I sit here for three weeks.

Howre you going to manage about eating and drinking all that time? enquired Fraser.

How are you? said the visitor; you cant get up while Im here, you know.

Well, well see, said the mate, vaguely.

Im sure I dont want to annoy anybody, said the visitor, softly, but Ive had a lot of trouble, young man, and whats worse, Ive been made a fool of. This day three weeks ago I ought to have been married.

Im sure you ought, murmured the other.

The lady ignored the interruption.

Travelling under Government on secret service, he said he was, she continued; always away: here to-day, China to-morrow, and America the day after.

Flying? queried the interested mate.

I daresay, snapped the visitor; anything to tell me, I suppose. We were to be married by special license. Id even got my trousseau ready.

Got your what ready? enquired the mate, to whom the word was new, leaning out of his bunk.

Everything to wear, explained the visitor. All my relations bought new clothes, too; leastways, those that could afford it did. He even went and helped me choose the cake.

Well, is that wrong? asked the puzzled mate.

He didnt buy it, he only chose it, said the other, having recourse to her handkerchief again. He went outside the shop to see whether there was one he would like better, and when I came out he had disappeared.

He must have met with an accident, said the mate, politely.

I saw him to-night, said the lady, tersely.

Once or twice he had mentioned Wapping in conversation, and then seemed to check himself. That was my clue. Ive been round this dismal heathenish place for a fortnight. To-night I saw him; he came on this wharf, and he has not gone off.... Its my belief hes in that room.

Before the mate could reply the hoarse voice of the watchman came down the company-way. Ha past eleven, sir; tides just on the turn.

Aye, aye, said the mate. He turned imploringly to the visitor.

Would you do me the favour just to step on deck a minute?

What for? enquired the visitor, shortly.

Because I want to get up, said the mate.

I shant move, said the lady.

But Ive got to get up, I tell you, said the mate; were getting under way in ten minutes.

And what might that be? asked the lady.

Why, we make a start. Youd better go ashore unless you want to be carried off.

I shant move, repeated the visitor.

Well, Im sorry to be rude, said the mate. George.

Sir, said the watchman from above.

Bring down a couple o men and take this lady ashore, said the mate sternly.

Ill send a couple down, sir, said the watchman, and moved off to make a selection.

I shall scream murder and thieves, said the lady, her eyes gleaming. Ill bring the police up and cause a scandal. Then perhaps I shall see into that room.

In the face of determination like this the mates courage gave way, and in a voice of much anxiety he called upon his captain for instruction.

Cast off, bellowed the mighty voice. If your sweetheart wont go ashore she must come, too. You must pay her passage.

Well, of all the damned impudence, muttered the incensed mate. Well, if youre bent on coming, he said, hotly, to the visitor, just go on deck while I dress.

The lady hesitated a moment and then withdrew. On deck the men eyed her curiously, but made no attempt to interfere with her, and in a couple of minutes the mate came running up to take charge.

Where are we going? enquired the lady with a trace of anxiety in her voice.

France, said Fraser, turning away.

The visitor looked nervously round. At the adjoining wharf a sailing barge was also getting under way, and a large steamer was slowly turning in the middle of the river. She took a pace or two towards the side.

Cast off, said Fraser, impatiently, to the watchman.

Wait a minute, said the visitor, hastily, I want to think.

Cast off, repeated the mate.

The watchman obeyed, and the schooners side moved slowly from the wharf. At the sight the visitors nerve forsook her, and with a frantic cry she ran to the side and, catching the watchmans outstretched hand, sprang ashore.

Good-bye, sang out the mate; sorry you wouldnt come to France with us. The lady was afraid of the foreigners, George. If it had been England she wouldnt have minded.

Aye, aye, said the watchman, significantly, and, as the schooner showed her stern, turned to answer, with such lies as he thought the occasion demanded, the eager questions of his fair companion.


CHAPTER III.

Captain Flower, learning through the medium of Tim that the coast was clear, came on deck at Limehouse, and took charge of his ship with a stateliness significant of an uneasy conscience. He noticed with growing indignation that the mates attitude was rather that of an accomplice than a subordinate, and that the crew looked his way far oftener than was necessary or desirable.

I told her we were going to France, said the mate, in an impressive whisper.

Her? said Flower, curtly. Who?

The lady you didnt want to see, said Fraser, restlessly.

You let your ideas run away with you, Jack, said Flower, yawning. It wasnt likely I was going to turn out and dress to see any girl you liked to invite aboard.

Or even to bawl at them through the speaking-trumpet, said Fraser, looking at him steadily.

What sort olooking girl was she? enquired Flower, craning his neck to see what was in front of him.

Looked like a girl who meant to find the man she wanted, if she spent ten years over it, said the mate grimly. Ill bet you an even five shillings, capn, that she finds this Mr. Robinson before six weeks are out  whatever his other name is.

Maybe, said Flower, carelessly.

Its her first visit to the Foam, but not the last, you mark my words, said Fraser, solemnly. If she wants this rascal Robinson  

What? interrupted Flower, sharply.

I say if she wants this rascal Robinson, repeated the mate, with relish, shell naturally come where she saw the last trace of him.

Captain Flower grunted.

Women never think, continued Fraser, judicially, or else shed be glad to get rid of such a confounded scoundrel.

What do you know about him? demanded Flower.

I know what she told me, said Fraser; the idea of a man leaving a poor girl in a cake-shop and doing a bolt. Hell be punished for it, I know. Hes a thoughtless, inconsiderate fellow, but one of the best-hearted chaps in the world, and I guess Ill do the best I can for him.

Flower grinned safely in the darkness. And any little help I can give you, Jack, Ill give freely, he said, softly. Well talk it over at breakfast.

The mate took the hint, and, moving off, folded his arms on the taffrail, and, looking idly astern, fell into a reverie. Like the Pharisee, he felt thankful that he was not as other men, and dimly pitied the skipper and his prosaic entanglements, as he thought of Poppy. He looked behind at the dark and silent city, and felt a new affection for it, as he reflected that she was sleeping there.

The two men commenced their breakfast in silence, the skipper eating with a zest which caused the mate to allude impatiently to the last break-fasts of condemned men.

Shut the skylight, Jack, said the skipper, at length, as he poured out his third cup of coffee.

Fraser complied, and resuming his seat gazed at him with almost indecent expectancy. The skipper dropped some sugar into his coffee, and stirring it in a meditative fashion, sighed gently.

Ive been making a fool of myself, Jack, he said, at length. I was always one to be fond of a little bit of adventure, but this goes a little too far, even for me.

But what did you get engaged to her for? enquired Fraser.

Flower shook his head. She fell violently in love with me, he said, mournfully. She keeps the Blue Posts up at Chelsea. Her father left it to her. She manages her step-mother and her brother and everybody else. I was just a child in her hands. You know my easy-going nature.

But you made love to her, expostulated the mate.

In a way, I suppose I did, admitted the other. I dont know now whether she could have me up for breach of promise, because when I asked her I did it this way. I said, Will you be Mrs. Robinson? What do you think?

I should think it would make it harder for you, said Fraser. But didnt you remember Miss Banks while all this was going on?

In a way, said Flower, yes  in a way. But after a mans been engaged to a woman nine years, its very easy to forget, and every year makes it easier. Besides, I was only a boy when I was engaged to her.

Twenty-eight, said Fraser.

Anyway, I wasnt old enough to know my own mind, said Flower, and my uncle and old Mrs. Banks made it up between them. They arranged everything, and I cant afford to offend the old man. If I married Miss Tipping  thats the Blue Posts girl  hed leave his money away from me; and if I marry Elizabeth, Miss Tippingll have me up for breach of promise  if she finds me.

If youre not very careful, said Fraser, impressively, youll lose both of em.

The skipper leaned over the table, and glanced carefully round. Just what I want to do, he said, in a low voice. Im engaged to another girl.

What? cried the mate, raising his voice. Three?

Three, repeated the skipper. Only three, he added, hastily, as he saw a question trembling on the others lips.

Im ashamed of you, said the latter, severely; you ought to know better.

I dont want any of your preaching, Jack, said the skipper, briskly; and, whats more, I wont have it. I deserve more pity than blame.

Youll want all you can get, said Fraser, ominously. And does the other girl know of any of the others?

Of either of the others  no, corrected Flower. Of course, none of them know. You dont think Im a fool, do you?

Who is number three? enquired the mate suddenly.

Poppy Tyrell, replied the other.

Oh, said Fraser, trying to speak unconcernedly; the girl who came here last evening.

Flower nodded. Shes the one Im going to marry, he said, colouring. Id sooner marry her than command a liner. Ill marry her if I lose every penny Im going to have, but Im not going to lose the money if I can help it. I want both.

The mate baled out his cup with a spoon and put the contents into the saucer.

Im a sort of guardian to her, said Flower. Her father, Captain Tyrell, died about a year ago, and I promised him Id look after her and marry her. Its a sacred promise.

Besides, you want to, said Fraser, by no means in the mood to allow his superior any credit in the matter, else you wouldnt do it.

You dont know me, Jack, said the skipper, more in sorrow than in anger.

No, I didnt think you were quite so bad, said the mate, slowly. Is  Miss Tyrell  fond of you?

Of course she is, said Flower, indignantly; they all are, thats the worst of it. You were never much of a favourite with the sex, Jack, were you?

Fraser shook his head, and, the saucer being full, spooned the contents slowly back into the cup again.

Captain Tyrell leave any money? he enquired.

Other way about, replied Flower. I lent him, altogether, close on a hundred pounds. He was a man of very good position, but he took to drink and lost his ship and his self-respect, and all he left behind was his debts and his daughter.

Well, youre in a tight place, said Fraser, and I dont see how youre going to get out of it. Miss Tippings got a bit of a clue to you now, and if she once discovers you, youre done. Besides, suppose Miss Tyrell finds anything out?

Its all excitement, said Flower, cheerfully. Ive been in worse scrapes than this and always got out of em. I dont like a quiet life. I never worry about things, Jack, because Ive noticed that the things people worry about never happen.

Well, if I were you, then, said the other, emphasizing his point with the spoon, I should just worry as much as I could about it. Id get up worrying and Id go to bed worrying. Id worry about it in my sleep.

I shall come out of it all right, said Flower. I rather enjoy it. Theres Gibson would marry Elizabeth like a shot if shed have him; but, of course, she wont look at him while Im above ground. I have thought of getting somebody to tell Elizabeth a lot of lies about me.

Why, wouldnt the truth do? enquired the mate, artlessly.

The skipper turned a deaf ear. But she wouldnt believe a word against me, he said, with mournful pride, as he rose and went on deck. She trusts me too much.

From his knitted brows, as he steered, it was evident, despite his confidence, that this amiable weakness on the part of Miss Banks was causing him some anxiety, a condition which was not lessened by the considerate behaviour of the mate, who, when any fresh complication suggested itself to him, dutifully submitted it to his commander.

I shall be all right, said Flower, confidently, as they entered the river the following afternoon and sailed slowly along the narrow channel which wound its sluggish way through an expanse of mud-banks to Seabridge.

The mate, who was suffering from symptoms hitherto unknown to him, made no reply. His gaze wandered idly from the sloping uplands, stretching away into the dim country on the starboard side, to the little church-crowned town ahead, with its out-lying malt houses and neglected, grass-grown quay, A couple of moribund ships boats lay rotting in the mud, and the skeleton of a fishing-boat completed the picture. For the first time perhaps in his life, the landscape struck him as dull and dreary.

Two men of soft and restful movements appeared on the quay as they approached, and with the slowness characteristic of the best work, helped to make them fast in front of the red-tiled barn which served as a warehouse. Then Captain Flower, after descending to the cabin to make the brief shore-going toilet necessary for Seabridge society, turned to give a last word to the mate.

Im not one to care much whats said about me, Jack, he began, by way of preface.

Thats a good job for you, said Fraser, slowly.

Same time let the hands know I wish em to keep their mouths shut, pursued the skipper; just tell them it was a girl that you knew, and I dont want it talked about for fear of getting you into trouble. Keep me out of it; thats all I ask.

If cheek will pull you through, said Fraser, with a slight display of emotion, youll do. Perhaps Id better say that Miss Tyrell came to see me, too. How would you like that?

Ah, it would be as well, said Flower, heartily. I never thought of it.

He stepped ashore, and at an easy pace walked along the steep road which led to the houses above. The afternoon was merging into evening, and a pleasant stillness was in the air. Menfolk working in their cottage gardens saluted him as he passed, and the occasional whiteness of a face at the back of a window indicated an interest in his affairs on the part of the fairer citizens of Seabridge. At the gate of the first of an ancient row of cottages, conveniently situated within hail of The Grapes, The Thorn, and The Swan, he paused, and walking up the trim-kept garden path, knocked at the door.

It was opened by a stranger  a woman of early middle age, dressed in a style to which the inhabitants of the row had long been unaccustomed. The practised eye of the skipper at once classed her as rather good-looking.

Captain Barbers in the garden, she said, smiling. He wasnt expecting youd be up just yet.

The skipper followed her in silence, and, after shaking hands with the short, red-faced man with the grey beard and shaven lip, who sat with a paper on his knee, stood watching in blank astonishment as the stranger carefully filled the old mans pipe and gave him a light. Their eyes meeting, the uncle winked solemnly at the nephew.

This is Mrs. Church, he said, slowly; this is my nevy, Capn Fred Flower.

I should have known him anywhere, declared Mrs. Church; the likeness is wonderful.

Captain Barber chuckled  loudly enough for them to hear.

Me and Mrs. Church have been watering the flowers, he said. Give em a good watering, we have.

I never really knew before what a lot there was in watering, admitted Mrs. Church.

Theres a right way and a wrong in doing everything, said Captain Barber, severely; most people chooses the wrong. If it wasnt so, those of us who have got on, wouldnt have got on.

Thats very true, said Mrs. Church, shaking her head.

And them as havent got on would have got on, said the philosopher, following up his train of thought. If you would just go out and get them things I spoke to you about, Mrs. Church, we shall be all right.

Who is it? enquired the nephew, as soon as she had gone.

Captain Barber looked stealthily round, and, for the second time that evening, winked at his nephew.

A visitor? said Flower.

Captain Barber winked again, and then laughed into his pipe until it gurgled.

Its a little plan o mine. he said, when he had become a little more composed. Shes my housekeeper.

Housekeeper? repeated the astonished Flower.

Bein all alone here, said Uncle Barber, I think a lot. I sit an think until I get an idea. It comes quite sudden like, and I wonder I never thought of it before.

But what did you want a housekeeper for? enquired his nephew. Wheres Lizzie?

I got rid of her, said Captain Barber. I got a housekeeper because I thought it was time you got married. Now do you see?

No, said Flower, shortly.

Captain Barber laughed softly and, relighting his pipe which had gone out, leaned back in his chair and again winked at his indignant nephew.

Mrs. Banks, he said, suggestively.

His nephew gazed at him blankly.

Captain Barber, sighing good-naturedly at his dulness, turned his chair a bit and explained the situation.

Mrs. Banks wont let you and Elizabeth marry till shes gone, said he.

His nephew nodded.

Ive been at her ever so long, said the other, but shes firm. Now Im trying artfulness. Ive got a good-looking housekeeper  shes the pick o seventeen what all come here Wednesday morning  and Im making love to her.

Making love to her, shouted his nephew, gazing wildly at the venerable bald head with the smoking-cap resting on one huge ear.

Making love to her, repeated Captain Barber, with a satisfied air. Whatll happen? Mrs. Banks, to prevent me getting married, as she thinks, will give her consent to you an Elizabeth getting tied up.

Havent you ever heard of breach of promise cases? asked his nephew, aghast.

Theres no fear o that, said Captain Barber, confidently. Its all right with Mrs. Church shes a widder. A widder aint like a young girl she knows you dont mean anything.

It was useless to argue with such stupendous folly; Captain Flower tried another tack.

And suppose Mrs. Church gets fond of you, he said, gravely. It doesnt seem right to trifle with a womans affections like that.

I wont go too far, said the lady-killer in the smoking-cap, reassuringly.

Elizabeth and her mother are still away, I suppose? said Flower, after a pause.

His uncle nodded.

So, of course, you neednt do much love-making till they come back, said his nephew; its waste of time, isnt it?

Ill just keep my hand in, said Captain Barber, thoughtfully. I cant say as I find it disagreeable. I was always one to take a little notice of the sects.

He got up to go indoors. Never mind about them, he said, as his nephew was about to follow with the chair and his tobacco-jar; Mrs. Church likes to do that herself, and shed be disappointed if anybody else did it.

His nephew followed him to the house in silence, listening later on with a gloomy feeling of alarm to the conversation at the supper-table. The rôle of gooseberry was new to him, and when Mrs. Church got up from the table for the sole purpose of proving her contention that Captain Barber looked better in his black velvet smoking-cap than the one he was wearing he was almost on the point of exceeding his duties.

He took the mate into his confidence the next day, and asked him what he thought of it. Fraser said that it was evidently in the blood, and, being pressed with some heat for an explanation, said that he meant Captain Barbers blood.

Its bad, any way I look at it, said Flower; it may bring matters between me and Elizabeth to a head, or it may end in my uncle marrying the woman.

Very likely both, said Fraser, cheerfully. Is this Mrs. Church good-looking?

I can hardly say, said Flower, pondering.

Well, good-looking enough for you to feel inclined to take any notice of her? asked the mate.

When you can talk seriously, said the skipper, in great wrath, Ill be pleased to answer you. Just at present I dont feel in the sort of temper to be made fun of.

He walked off in dudgeon, and, until they were on their way to London again, treated the mate with marked coldness. Then the necessity of talking to somebody about his own troubles and his uncles idiocy put the two men on their old footing. In the quietness of the cabin, over a satisfying pipe, he planned out in a kindly and generous spirit careers for both the ladies he was not going to marry. The only thing that was wanted to complete their happiness, and his, was that they should fall in with the measures proposed.


CHAPTER IV.

At No. 5 Liston Street, Poppy Tyrell sat at the open window of her room reading The outside air was pleasant, despite the fact that Poplar is a somewhat crowded neighbourhood, and it was rendered more pleasant by comparison with the atmosphere inside, which, from a warm, soft smell not to be described by comparison, suggested washing. In the stone-paved yard beneath the window, a small daughter of the house hung out garments of various hues and shapes, while inside, in the scullery, the master of the house was doing the family washing with all the secrecy and trepidation of one engaged in an unlawful task. The Wheeler family was a large one, and the wash heavy, and besides misadventures to one or two garments, sorted out for further consideration, the small girl was severely critical about the colour, averring sharply that she was almost ashamed to put them on the line.

Theyll dry clean, said her father, wiping his brow with the upper part of his arm, the only part which was dry; and if they dont we must tell your mother that the line came down. Ill show these to her now.

He took up the wet clothes and, cautiously leaving the scullery, crossed the passage to the parlour, where Mrs. Wheeler, a confirmed invalid, was lying on a ramshackle sofa, darning socks. Mr. Wheeler coughed to attract her attention, and with an apologetic expression of visage held up a small, pink garment of the knickerbocker species, and prepared for the worst.

Theyve never shrunk like that? said Mrs. Wheeler, starting up.

They have, said her husband, all by itself, he added, in hasty self-defence.

Youve had it in the soda, said Mrs. Wheeler, disregarding.

Ive not, said Mr. Wheeler, vehemently. Ive got the two tubs there, flannels in one without soda, the other things in the other with soda. Its bad stuff, thats what it is. I thought Id show you.

Its management they want, said Mrs. Wheeler, wearily; its the touch you have to give em. I cant explain, but I know they wouldnt have gone like that if Id done em. Whats that youre hiding behind you?

Thus attacked, Mr. Wheeler produced his other hand, and shaking out a blue and white shirt, showed how the blue had been wandering over the white territory, and how the white had apparently accepted a permanent occupation.

What do you say to that? he enquired, desperately.

Youd better ask Bob what he says, said his wife, aghast; you know how pertickler he is, too. I told you as plain as a woman could speak, not to boil that shirt.

Well, it cant be helped, said Mr. Wheeler, with a philosophy he hoped his son would imitate. I wasnt brought up to the washing, Polly.

Its a sin to spoil good things like that, said Mrs. Wheeler, fretfully. Bobs quite the gentleman  he will buy such expensive shirts. Take it away, I cant bear to look at it.

Mr. Wheeler, considerably crestfallen, was about to obey, when he was startled by a knock at the door.

Thats Captain Flower, I expect, said his wife, hastily; hes going to take Poppy and Emma to a theatre to-night. Dont let him see you in that state, Peter.

But Mr. Wheeler was already fumbling at the strings of his apron, and, despairing of undoing it, broke the string, and pitched it with the other clothes under the sofa and hastily donned his coat.

Good-evening, said Flower, as Mr. Wheeler opened the door; this is my mate.

Glad to see you, sir, said Mr. Wheeler.

The mate made his acknowledgments, and having shaken hands, carefully wiped his down the leg of his trousers.

Moist hand youve got, Wheeler, said Flower, who had been doing the same thing.

Got some dye on em at the docks, said Wheeler, glibly. Ive ad em in soak.

Flower nodded, and after a brief exchange of courtesies with Mrs. Wheeler as he passed the door, led the way up the narrow staircase to Miss Tyrells room.

Ive brought him with me, so that hell be company for Emma Wheeler, said the skipper, as Fraser shook hands with her, and you must look sharp if you want to get good seats.

Im ready all but my hat and jacket, said Poppy, and Emmas in her room getting ready, too. All the children are up there helping her.

Fraser opened his eyes at such a toilet, and began secretly to wish that he had paid more attention to his own.

I hope youre not shy? said Miss Tyrell, who found his steadfast gaze somewhat embarrassing.

Fraser shook his head. No, Im not shy, he said, quietly.

Because Emma didnt know you were coming, continued Miss Tyrell, and shes always shy. So you must be bold, you know.

The mate nodded as confidently as he could. Shyness has never been one of my failings, he said, nervously.

Further conversation was rendered difficult, if not impossible, by one which now took place outside. It was conducted between a small Wheeler on the top of the stairs and Mrs. Wheeler in the parlour below. The subject was hairpins, an article in which it appeared Miss Wheeler was lamentably deficient, owing, it was suggested, to a weakness of Mrs. Wheelers for picking up stray ones and putting them in her hair. The conversation ended in Mrs. Wheeler, whose thin voice was heard hotly combating these charges, parting with six, without prejudice; and a few minutes later Miss Wheeler, somewhat flushed, entered the room and was introduced to the mate.

All ready? enquired Flower, as Miss Tyrell drew on her gloves.

They went downstairs in single file, the builder of the house having left no option in the matter, while the small Wheelers, breathing hard with excitement, watched them over the balusters. Outside the house the two ladies paired off, leaving the two men to follow behind.

The mate noticed, with a strong sense of his own unworthiness, that the two ladies seemed thoroughly engrossed in each others company, and oblivious to all else. A suggestion from Flower that he should close up and take off Miss Wheeler, seemed to him to border upon audacity, but he meekly followed Flower as that bold mariner ranged himself alongside the girls, and taking two steps on the curb and three in the gutter, walked along for some time trying to think of something to say.

There aint room for four abreast, said Flower, who had been scraping against the wall. Wed better split up into twos.

At the suggestion the ladies drifted apart, and Flower, taking Miss Tyrells arm, left the mate behind with Miss Wheeler, nervously wondering whether he ought to do the same.

I hope it wont rain, he said, at last.

I hope not, said Miss Wheeler, glancing up at a sky which was absolutely cloudless.

So bad for ladies dresses, continued the mate.

What is? enquired Miss Wheeler, who had covered some distance since the last remark.

Rain, said the mate, quite freshly. I dont think we shall have any, though.

Miss Wheeler whose life had been passed in a neighbourhood in which there was only one explanation for such conduct, concluded that he had been drinking, and, closing her lips tightly, said no more until they reached the theatre.

Oh, theyre going in, she said, quickly; we shall get a bad seat.

Hurry up, cried Flower, beckoning.

Ill pay, whispered the mate.

No, I will, said Flower. Well, you pay for one and Ill pay for one, then.

He pushed his way to the window and bought a couple of pit-stalls; the mate, who had not consulted him, bought upper-circles, and, with a glance at the ladies, pushed open the swing-doors.

Come on, he said, excitedly; and seeing several people racing up the broad stone stairs, he and Miss Tyrell raced with them.

Round this side, he cried, hastily, as he gave up the tickets, and, followed by Miss Tyrell, quickly secured a couple of seats at the end of the front row.

Best seats in the house almost, said Poppy, cheerfully.

Where are the others? said Fraser, looking round.

Coming on behind, I suppose, said Poppy glancing over her shoulder.

Ill change places when they arrive, said the other, apologetically; somethings detained them, I should think. I hope theyre not waiting for us.

He stood looking about him uneasily as the seats behind rapidly filled, and closely scanned their occupants, and then, leaving his hat on the seat, walked back in perplexity to the door.

Never mind, said Miss Tyrell, quietly, as he came back. I daresay theyll find us.

Fraser bought a programme and sat down, the brim of Miss Tyrells hat touching his face as she bent to peruse it. With her small gloved finger she pointed out the leading characters, and taking no notice of his restlessness, began to chat gaily about the plays she had seen, until a tuning of violins from the orchestra caused her to lean forward, her lips parted and her eyes beaming with anticipation.

I do hope the others have got good seats, she said, softly, as the overture finished; thats everything, isnt it?

I hope so, said Fraser.

He leaned forward, excitedly. Not because the curtain was rising, but because he had just caught sight of a figure standing up in the centre of the pit-stalls. He had just time to call his companions attention to it when the figure, in deference to the threats and entreaties of the people behind, sat down and was lost in the crowd.

They have got good seats, said Miss Tyrell. Im so glad. What a beautiful scene.

The mate, stifling his misgivings, gave himself up to the enjoyment of the situation, which in-eluded answering the breathless whispers of his neighbour when she missed a sentence, and helping her to discover the identity of the characters from the programme as they appeared.

I should like it all over again, said Miss Tyrell, sitting back in her seat, as the curtain fell on the first act.

Fraser agreed with her. He was closely watching the pit-stalls. In the general movement on the part of the audience which followed the lowering of the curtain, the master of the Foam was the first on his feet.

Ill go down and send him up, said Fraser, rising.

Miss Tyrell demurred, and revealed an unsuspected timidity of character. I dont like being left here all alone, she remarked. Wait till they see us.

She spoke in the plural, for Miss Wheeler, who found the skipper exceedingly bad company, had also risen, and was scrutinising the house with a gaze hardly less eager than his own. A suggestion of the mate that he should wave his handkerchief was promptly negatived by Miss Tyrell, on the ground that it would not be the correct thing to do in the upper-circle, and they were still undiscovered when the curtain went up for the second act, and strong and willing hands from behind thrust the skipper back into his seat.

I expect youll catch it, said Miss Tyrell, softly, as the performance came to an end; wed better go down and wait for them outside. I never enjoyed a piece so much.

The mate rose and mingled with the crowd, conscious of a little occasional clutch at his sleeve whenever other people threatened to come between them. Outside the crowd dispersed slowly, and it was some minutes before they discovered a small but compact knot of two waiting for them.

Where the began Flower.

I hope you enjoyed the performance, Captain Flower, said Miss Tyrell, drawing herself up with some dignity. I didnt know that I was supposed to look out for myself all the evening. If it hadnt been for Mr. Fraser I should have been all alone.

She looked hard at Miss Wheeler as she spoke, and the couple from the pit-stalls reddened with indignation at being so misunderstood.

Im sure I didnt want him, said Miss Wheeler, hastily. Two or three times I thought there would have been a fight with the people behind.

Oh, it doesnt matter, said Miss Tyrell, composedly. Well, its no good standing here. Wed better get home.

She walked off with the mate, leaving the couple behind, who realised that appearances were against them, to follow at their leisure. Conversation was mostly on her side, the mate being too much occupied with his defence to make any very long or very coherent replies.

They reached Liston Street at last, and separated at the door, Miss Tyrell shaking hands with the skipper in a way which conveyed in the fullest possible manner her opinion of his behaviour that evening. A bright smile and a genial hand-shake were reserved for the mate.

And now, said the incensed skipper, breathing deeply as the door closed and they walked up Liston Street, what the deuce do you mean by it?

Mean by what? demanded the mate, who, after much thought, had decided to take a leaf out of Miss Tyrells book.

Mean by leaving me in another part of the house with that Wheeler girl while you and my intended went off together? growled Flower ferociously.

Well, I could only think you wanted it, said Fraser, in a firm voice.

What? demanded the other, hardly able to believe his ears

I thought you wanted Miss Wheeler for number four, said the mate, calmly. You know what a chap you are, capn.

His companion stopped and regarded him in speechless amaze, then realising a vocabulary to which Miss Wheeler had acted as a safety-valve all the evening, he turned up a side street and stamped his way back to the Foam alone.


CHAPTER V.

THE same day that Flower and his friends visited the theatre, Captain Barber gave a small and select tea-party. The astonished Mrs. Banks had returned home with her daughter the day before to find the air full of rumours about Captain Barber and his new housekeeper. They had been watched for hours at a time from upper back windows of houses in the same row, and the professional opinion of the entire female element was that Mrs. Church could land her fish at any time she thought fit.

Old fools are the worst of fools, said Mrs. Banks, tersely, as she tied her bonnet strings; the idea of Captain Barber thinking of marrying at his time of life.

Why shouldnt he? enquired her daughter.

Why because hes promised to leave his property to Fred and you, of course, snapped the old lady; if he marries that hussy its precious little you and Fred will get.

I expect its mostly talk, said her daughter calmly, as she closed the street door behind her indignant parent. People used to talk about you and old Mr. Wilders, and there was nothing in it. He only used to come for a glass of your ale.

This reference to an admirer who had consumed several barrels of the liquor in question without losing his head, put the finishing touch to the elder ladys wrath, and she walked the rest of the way in ominous silence.

Captain Barber received them in the elaborate velvet smoking-cap with the gold tassel which had evoked such strong encomiums from Mrs. Church, and in a few well-chosen words  carefully rehearsed that afternoon  presented his housekeeper.

Will you come up to my room and take your things off? enquired Mrs. Church, returning the old ladys hostile stare with interest.

Ill take mine off down here, if Captain Barber doesnt mind, said the latter, subsiding into a chair with a gasp. Him and mes very old friends.

She unfastened the strings of her bonnet, and, taking off that article of attire, placed it in her lap while she unfastened her shawl. She then held both out to Mrs. Church, briefly exhorting her to be careful.

Oh, what a lovely bonnet, said that lady, in false ecstasy. What a perfect beauty! Ive never seen anything like it before. Never!

Captain Barber, smiling at the politeness of his housekeeper, was alarmed and perplexed at the generous colour which suddenly filled the old ladys cheeks.

Mrs. Banks made it herself, he said, shes very clever at that sort of thing.

There, do you know I guessed as much, said Mrs. Church, beaming; directly I saw it, I said to myself: That was never made by a milliner. Theres too much taste in the way the flowers are arranged.

Mrs. Banks looked at her daughter, in a mute appeal for help.

Ill take yours up, too, shall I? said the amiable housekeeper, as Mrs. Banks, with an air of defying criticism, drew a cap from a paper-bag and put it on.

Ill take mine myself, please, said Miss Banks, with coldness.

Oh, well, you may as well take them all then, said Mrs. Church, putting the mothers bonnet and shawl in her arms. Ill go and see that the kettle boils, she said, briskly.

She returned a minute or two later with the teapot, and setting chairs, took the head of the table.

And hows the leg? enquired Captain Barber, misinterpreting Mrs. Banks screwed-up face.

Which one? asked Mrs. Banks, shortly.

The bad un, said the captain.

Theyre both bad, said Mrs. Banks more shortly than before, as she noticed that Mrs. Church had got real lace in her cuffs and was pouring out the tea in full consciousness of the fact.

Dear, dear, said the Captain sympathetically.

Swollen? enquired Mrs. Church, anxiously.

Swelled right out of shape, exclaimed Captain Barber, impressively; like pillars almost they are.

Poor thing, said Mrs. Church, in a voice which made Mrs. Banks itch to slap her. I knew a lady once just the same, but she was a drinking woman.

Again Mrs. Banks at a loss for words, looked at her daughter for assistance.

Dear me, how dreadful it must be to know such people, said Mrs. Banks, shivering.

Yes, sighed the other. It used to make me feel sorry for her  they were utterly shapeless, you know. Horrid!

Thats how Mrs. Banks are, said the Captain, nodding sagely. You look ot, Mrs. Banks. Shall I open the winder a bit?

Ill thank you not to talk about me like that, Captain Barber, said Mrs. Banks, the flowers on her hat trembling.

As you please, maam, said Captain Barber, with a stateliness which deserved a better subject. I was only repeating what Dr. Hodder told me in your presence.

Mrs. Banks made no reply, but created a diversion by passing her cup up for more tea; her feelings, when Mrs. Church took off the lid of the teapot and poured in about a pint of water before helping her, belonging to that kind known as in-describable.

Water bewitched, and tea begrudged, she said, trying to speak jocularly.

Well, the fourth cup never is very good, is it, said Mrs. Church, apologetically. Ill put some more tea in, so that your next cupll be better.

As a matter of fact it was Mrs. Banks third cup, and she said so, Mrs. Church receiving the correction with a polite smile, more than tinged with incredulity.

Its wonderful what a lot of tea is drunk, said Captain Barber, impressively, looking round the table.

Ive heard say its like spirit drinking, said Mrs. Church; they say it gets such a hold of people that they cant give it up. Theyre just slaves to it, and they like it brown and strong like brandy.

Mrs. Banks, who had been making noble efforts, could contain herself no longer. She put down the harmless beverage which had just been handed to her, and pushed her chair back from the table.

Are you speaking of me, young woman? she asked, tremulous with indignation.

Oh, no, certainly not, said Mrs. Church, in great distress. I never thought of such a thing. I was alluding to the people Captain Barber was talking of  regular tea-drinkers, you know.

I know what you mean, maam, said Mrs. Banks fiercely.

There, there, said Captain Barber, ill-advisedly.

Dont you say there, there, to me, Captain Barber, because I wont have it, said the old lady, speaking with great rapidity; if you think that Im going to sit here and be insulted by  by that woman, youre mistaken.

Youre quite mistook, Mrs. Banks, said the Captain, slowly. Ive heard everything she said, and, where the insult comes in, Im sure I dont know. I dont think Im wanting in common sense, maam.

He patted the housekeepers hand kindly, and, in full view of the indignant Mrs. Banks, she squeezed his in return and gazed at him affectionately. There is nothing humourous to the ordinary person in a teacup, but Mrs. Banks, looking straight into hers, broke into a short, derisive laugh.

Anything the matter, maam? enquired Cap-tain Barber, regarding her somewhat severely.

Mrs. Banks shook her head. Only thoughts, she said, mysteriously.

It is difficult for a man to object to his visitors finding amusement in their thoughts, or even to enquire too closely into the nature of them. Mrs. Banks, apparently realising this, laughed again with increased acridity, and finally became so very amused that she shook in her chair.

Im glad youre enjoying yourself, maam, said Captain Barber, loftily.

With a view, perhaps, of giving his guest further amusement he patted the housekeepers hand again, whereupon Mrs. Banks laughter ceased, and she sat regarding Mrs. Church with a petrified stare, met by that lady with a glance of haughty disdain.

Spose we go into the garden a bit? suggested Barber, uneasily. The two ladies had eyed each other for three minutes without blinking, and his own eyes were watering in sympathy.

Mrs. Banks, secretly glad of the interruption, made one or two vague remarks about going home, but after much persuasion, allowed him to lead her into the garden, the solemn Elizabeth bringing up in the rear with a hassock and a couple of cushions.

Its a new thing for you having a housekeeper, observed Mrs. Banks, after her daughter had returned to the house to assist in washing up.

Yes, I wonder I never thought of it before, said the artful Barber; you wouldnt believe how comfortable it is.

I daresay, said Mrs. Banks, grimly.

Its nice to have a woman about the house, continued Captain Barber, slowly, it makes it more homelike. A slip of a servant-gal aint no good at all.

How does Fred like it? enquired Mrs. Banks.

My ideas are Freds ideas, said Uncle Barber, somewhat sharply. What I like he has to like, naturally.

I was thinking of my darter, said Mrs. Banks, smoothing down her apron majestically. The arrangement was, I think, that when they were, married they was to live with you?

Captain Barber nodded acquiescence.

Elizabeth would never live in a house with that woman, or any other woman, as housekeeper in it, said the mother.

Well, she wont have to, said the old man; when they marry and Elizabeth comes here, I shant want a housekeeper  I shall get rid of her.

Mrs. Banks shifted in her chair, and gazed thoughtfully down the garden. Of course my idea was for them to wait till I was gone, she said at length.

Just so, replied the other, and mores the pity.

But Elizabeths getting on and I dont seem to go, continued the old lady, as though mildly surprised at Providence for its unaccountable delay; and theres Fred, he aint getting younger.

Captain Barber puffed at his pipe. None of us are, he said profoundly.

And Fred might get tired of waiting, said Mrs. Banks, ruminating.

Hed better let me hear him, said the uncle, fiercely; leastways, o course, hes tired o waiting in a sense. Hed like to be married.

Theres young Gibson, said Mrs. Banks in a thrilling whisper.

What about him? enquired Barber, surprised at her manner.

Comes round after Elizabeth, said Mrs. Banks.

No! said Captain Barber, blankly.

Mrs. Banks pursed up her lips and nodded darkly.

Pretends to come and see me, said Mrs. Banks; always coming in bringing something new for my legs. The worst of it is he aint always careful what he brings. He brought some new-fangled stuff in a bottle last week, and the agonies I suffered after rubbing it in wouldnt be believed.

Its like his impudence, said the Captain.

Ive been thinking, said Mrs. Banks, nodding her head with some animation, of giving Fred a little surprise. What do you think hed do if I said they might marry this autumn?

Jump out of his skin with joy, said Captain Barber, with conviction. Mrs. Banks, the pleasure youve given me this day is more than I can say.

And theyll live with you just the same? said Mrs. Banks.

Certainly, said the Captain.

Theyll only be a few doors off then, said Mrs. Banks, and itll be nice for you to have a woman in the house to look after you.

Captain. Barber nodded softly. Its what Ive been wanting for years, he said, heartily.

And that huss  husskeeper, said Mrs. Banks, correcting herself will go?

O course, said Captain Barber. I shant want no housekeeper with my nevys wife in the house. Youve told Elizabeth, I spose?

Not yet, said Mrs. Banks, who as a matter of fact had been influenced by the proceedings of that afternoon to bring to a head a step she had hitherto only vaguely contemplated.

Elizabeth, who came down the garden again, a little later, accompanied by Mrs. Church, received the news stolidly. A feeling of regret, that the attention of the devoted Gibson must now cease, certainly occurred to her, but she never thought of contesting the arrangements made for her, and accepted the situation with a placidity which the more ardent Barber was utterly unable to understand.

Fredll stand on his.ed with joy, the unsophisticated mariner declared, with enthusiasm.

Hell go singing about the house, declared Mrs. Church.

Mrs. Banks regarded her unfavourably.

Hes never said much, continued Uncle Barber, in an exalted strain; that aint Freds way. He takes arter me; hes one o the quiet ones, one o the still deep waters what always feels the most. When I tell im his facell just light up with joy.

Itll be nice for you, too, said Mrs. Banks, with a side glance at the housekeeper; youll have somebody to look after you and take an interest in you, and strangers cant be expected to do that even if theyre nice.

We shall have him standing on his head, too, said Mrs. Church, with a bright smile; youre turning everything upside down, Mrs. Banks.

Theres things as wants altering, said the old lady, with emphasis. Theres few things as I dont see, maam.

I hope youll live to see a lot more, said Mrs. Church, piously.

Shell live to be ninety, said Captain Barber, heartily.

Oh, easily, said Mrs. Church.

Captain Barber regarding his old friend saw her face suffused with a wrath for which he was utterly unable to account. With a hazy idea that something had passed which he had not heard, he caused a diversion by sending Mrs. Church indoors for a pack of cards, and solemnly celebrated the occasion with a game of whist, at which Mrs. Church, in partnership with Mrs. Banks, either through sheer wilfulness or absence of mind, contrived to lose every game.


CHAPTER VI.

As a result of the mates ill-behaviour at the theatre, Captain Fred Flower treated him with an air of chilly disdain, ignoring, as far as circumstances would permit, the fact that such a person existed. So far as the social side went the mate made no demur, but it was a different matter when the skipper acted as though he were not present at the breakfast table, and being chary of interfering with the others self-imposed vow of silence, he rescued a couple of rashers from his plate and put them on his own. Also, in order to put matters on a more equal footing, he drank three cups of coffee in rapid succession, leaving the skipper to his own reflections and an empty coffee-pot. In this sociable fashion they got through most of the day, the skipper refraining from speech until late in the afternoon, when, both being at work in the hold, the mate let a heavy case fall on his foot.

I thought youd get it, he said, calmly, as Flower paused to take breath; it wasnt my fault.

Whose was it, then? roared Flower, who had got his boot off and was trying various tender experiments with his toe to see whether it was broken or not.

If you hadnt been holding your head in the air and pretending that I wasnt here, it wouldnt have happened, said Fraser, with some heat.

The skipper turned his back on him, and meeting a look of enquiring solicitude from Joe, applied to him for advice.

What had I better do with it? he asked.

Well, if it was my toe, sir, said Joe regarding it respectfully, I should stick it in a basin o boiling water and keep it there as long as I could bear it.

Youre a fool, said the skipper, briefly. What do you think of it, Ben? I dont think its broken.

The old seaman scratched his head. Well, if it belonged to me, he said, slowly, theres some ointment down the focsle which the cook ad for sore eyes. I should just put some o that on. It looks good stuff.

The skipper, summarising the chief points in Bens character, which, owing principally to the poverty of the English language, bore a remarkable likeness to Joes and the mates, took his sock and boot in his hand, and gaining the deck limped painfully to the cabin.

The foot was so painful after tea that he could hardly bear his slipper on, and he went ashore in his working clothes to the chemists, preparatory to fitting himself out for Liston Street. The chemist, leaning over the counter, was inclined to take a serious view of it, and shaking his head with much solemnity, prepared a bottle of medicine, a bottle of lotion and a box of ointment.

Let me see it again as soon as youve finished the medicine, he said, as he handed the articles over the counter.

Flower promised, and hobbling towards the door turned into the street. Then the amiable air which he had worn in the shop gave way to one of unseemly hauteur as he saw Fraser hurrying towards him.

Look out, cried the latter, warningly.

The skipper favoured him with a baleful stare.

All right, said the mate, angrily, go your own way, then. Dont come to me when you get into trouble, thats all.

Flower passed on his way in silence. Then a thought struck him and he stopped suddenly.

You wish to speak to me? he asked, stiffly.

No, Im damned if I do, said the mate, sticking his hands into his pockets.

If you wish to speak to me, said the other, trying in vain to conceal a trace of anxiety in his voice, its my duty to listen. What were you going to say just now?

The mate eyed him wrathfully, but as the pathetic figure with its wounded toe and cargo of remedies stood there waiting for him to speak, he suddenly softened.

Dont go back, old man, he said, kindly, shes aboard.

Eighteen pennyworth of mixture, to be taken thrice daily from tablespoons, spilled over the curb, and the skipper, thrusting the other packets mechanically into his pockets, disappeared hurriedly around the corner.

Its no use finding fault with me, said Fraser, quickly, as he stepped along beside him, so dont try it. They came down into the cabin before I knew they were aboard, even.

They? repeated the distressed Flower. Whos they?

The young woman that came before and a stout woman with a little dark moustache and earrings. Theyre going to wait until you come back to ask you a few questions about Mr. Robinson. Theyve been asking me a few. Ive locked the door of your state-room and heres the key.

Flower pocketed it and, after a little deliberation thanked him.

I did the best I could for you, said the other, with a touch of severity. If Id treated you as some men would have done, I should have just let you walk straight into the trap.

Flower gave an apologetic cough. Ive had a lot of worry lately, Jack, he said, humbly; come in and have something. Perhaps it will clear my head a bit.

I told em you wouldnt be back till twelve at least, said the mate, as Flower rapidly diagnosed his complaint and ordered whisky, perhaps not then, and that when you did turn up youd sure to be the worse for liquor. The old lady said shed wait all night for the pleasure of seeing your bonny face, and as for you being drunk, she said she dont suppose theres a woman in London that has had more experience with drunken men than she has.

Let this be a warning to you, Jack, said the skipper, solemnly, as he drained his glass and put it thoughtfully on the counter.

Dont you trouble about me, said Fraser; youve got all you can do to look after yourself. Ive come out to look for a policeman; at least, thats what I told them.

All the police in the world couldnt do me any good, sighed Flower. Poppys got tickets for a concert to-night, and I was going with her. I cant go like this.

Well, what are you going to do? enquired the other.

Flower shook his head and pondered. You go back and get rid of them the best way you can, he said, at length, but whatever you do, dont have a scene. Ill stay here till you come and tell me the coast is clear.

And suppose it dont clear? said Fraser.

Then Ill pick you up at Greenwich in the morning, said Flower.

And suppose theyre still aboard? said Fraser.

I wont suppose any such thing, said the other, hotly; if you cant get rid of two women between now and three in the morning, youre not much of a mate. If they catch me Im ruined, and youll be responsible for it.

The mate, staring at him blankly, opened his mouth to reply, but being utterly unable to think of anything adequate to the occasion, took up his glass instead, and, drinking off the contents, turned to the door. He stood for a moment at the threshold gazing at Flower as though he had just discovered points about him which had hitherto escaped his notice, and then made his way back to the wharf.

Theyre still down below, sir, said Joe, softly, as he stepped aboard, and making as free and as comfortable as though theyre going to stay a month.

Fraser shrugged his shoulders and went below. The appearance of the ladies amply confirmed Joes remark.

Never can find one when you want him, can you? said the elder lady, in playful allusion to the police.

Well, I altered my mind, said Fraser, amiably, I dont like treating ladies roughly, but if the capn comes on board and finds you here itll be bad for me, thats all.

What time do you expect him? enquired Miss Tipping.

Not before we sail at three in the morning. said the mate, glibly; perhaps not then. I often have to take the ship out without him. Hes been away six weeks at a stretch before now.

Well, well stay here till he does come, said the elder lady. Ill have his cabin, and my step-daughterll have to put up with your bed.

If youre not gone by the time we start, I shall have to have you put off, said Fraser.

Those of us who live longestll see the most, said Mrs. Tipping, calmly.

An hour or two passed, the mate sitting smoking with a philosophy which he hoped the waiting mariner at the Admiral Cochrane would be able to imitate. He lit the lamp at last, and going on deck, ordered the cook to prepare supper.

Mother and daughter, with feelings of gratitude, against which they fought strongly, noticed that the table was laid for three, and a little later, in a somewhat awkward fashion, they all sat down to the meal together.

Very good beef, said Mrs. Tipping, politely.

Very nice, said her daughter, who was ex-changing glances with the mate. I suppose youre very comfortable here, Mr. Fraser?

The mate sighed. Its all right when the old mans away, he said, deceitfully. Hes got a dreadful temper.

I hope you didnt get into trouble through my coming aboard the other night, said Miss Tipping, softly.

Dont say anything about it, replied the mate, eyeing her admiringly. Id do more than that for you, if I could.

Miss Tipping, catching her mothers eye, bestowed upon her a glance of complacent triumph.

You dont mind us coming down here, do you? she said, languishingly.

I wish youd live here, said the unscrupulous Fraser; but of course I know you only come here to try and see that fellow Robinson, he added, gloomily.

I like to see you, too, was the reply. I like you very much, as a friend.

The mate in a melancholy voice thanked her, and to the great annoyance of the cook, who had received strict orders from the forecastle to listen as much as he could, sat in silence while the table was cleared.

What do you say to a hand at cards? he said, after the cook had finally left the cabin.

Three-handed cribbage, said Mrs. Tipping, quickly; its the only game worth playing.

No objection being raised, the masterful lady drew closer to the table, and concentrating energies of no mean order on the game, successfully played hands of unvarying goodness, aided by a method of pegging which might perhaps be best described as dot and carry one.

You havent seen anything of this Mr. Robinson since you were here last, I suppose? said Fraser, noting with satisfaction that both ladies gave occasional uneasy glances at the clock.

No, an not likely to, said Mrs. Tipping; fifteen two, fifteen four, fifteen six, and a pairs eight.

Wheres the fifteen six? enquired Fraser, glancing oven

Eight and seven, said the lady, pitching the cards with the others and beginning to shuffle for the next deal.

Its very strange behaviour, said the mate; Robinson, I mean. Do you think hes dead?

No, I dont, said Mrs. Tipping, briefly. Wheres that captain of yours?

Fraser, whose anxiety was becoming too much for his play, leaned over the table as though about to speak, and then, apparently thinking better of it, went on with the game.

Eh? said Mrs. Tipping, putting her cards face downwards on the table and catching his eye. Where?

O, nowhere, said Fraser, awkwardly. I dont want to be dragged into this, you know. It isnt my business.

If you know where he is, why cant you tell us? asked Mrs. Tipping, softly. Theres no harm in that.

Whats the good? enquired Fraser, in a low voice; when youve seen the old man you wont be any forwarder  he wouldnt tell you anything even if he knew it.

Well, wed like to see him, said Mrs. Tipping, after a pause.

You see, you put me in a difficulty, said Fraser; if the skipper doesnt come aboard, youre going with us, I understand?

Mrs. Tipping nodded. Exactly, she said, sharply.

Thatll get me into trouble, if anything will, said the mate, gloomily. On the other hand, if I tell you where he is now, thatll get me into trouble, too.

He sat back and drummed on the table with his fingers. Well, Ill risk it, he said, at length; youll find him at 17, Beaufort Street, Bow.

The younger woman sprang excitedly to her feet, but Mrs. Tipping, eyeing the young man with a pair of shrewd, small eyes, kept her seat.

And while were going, how do we know the captn wont come back and go off with the ship? she enquired.

Fraser hesitated. Well, Ill come with you, if you like, he said, slowly.

And suppose they go away and leave you, behind? objected Mrs. Tipping.

Oh, well, youd better stay then, said the mate, wearily, unless we take a couple of the hands with us. How would that suit you? They cant sail with half a crew.

Mrs. Tipping, who was by no means as anxious for a sea voyage as she tried to make out, carefully pondered the situation. Im going to take an arm of each of em and Matildall take yours, she said, at length.

As you please, said Fraser, and in this way the procession actually started up the wharf, and looking back indignantly over its shoulder saw the watchman and Ben giving way to the most unseemly mirth, while the cook capered joyously behind them. A belated cab was passing the gate as they reached it, and in response to the mates hail pulled sharply up.

Mrs. Tipping, pushing her captives in first, stepped heavily into the cab followed by her daughter, while the mate, after a brief discussion, clambered onto the box.

Go on, he said, nodding.

Wot, aint the rest of you comin? enquired the cabman, eyeing the crowd at the gate, in pained surprise.

No. 17, Beaufort Street, Bow, said Mrs. Tipping, distinctly, as she put her head out of the window.

You could sit on er lap, continued the cabman, appealingly.

No reply being vouchsafed to this suggestion, he wrapped himself up in various rugs and then sat down suddenly before they could unwind themselves. Then, with a compassionate click to his horse, started up the road. Except for a few chance wayfarers and an occasional coffee-stall, the main streets were deserted, but they were noisy compared with Beaufort Street. Every house was in absolute darkness as the cab, with instinctive deference to slumber, crawled slowly up and down looking for No. 17.

It stopped at last, and the mate, springing down, opened the door, and handing out the ladies, led the way up a flight of steps to the street door.

Perhaps you wont mind knocking, he said to Mrs. Tipping, and dont forget to tell the capn Ive done this to oblige you because you insisted upon it.

Mrs. Tipping, seizing the knocker, knocked loud and long, and after a short interval repeated the performance. Somebody was heard stirring upstairs, and a deep voice cried out that it was coming, and peremptorily requested them to cease knocking.

Thats not Flowers voice, said Fraser.

Not loud enough, said Miss Tipping.

The bolts were drawn back loudly and the chain grated; then the door was flung open, and a big, red-whiskered man, blinking behind a candle, gruffly enquired what they meant by it.

Come inside, said Mrs. Tipping to her following.

Aint you come to the wrong house? demanded the red-whiskered man, borne slowly back by numbers.

I dont think so, said Mrs. Tipping, suavely; I want to see Captain Flower.

Well, youve come to the wrong house, said the red-whiskered man, shortly, theres no such name here.

Think, said Mrs. Tipping.

The red-whiskered man waved the candle to and fro until the passage was flecked with tallow.

Go away directly, he roared; how dare you come disturbing people like this?

You may just as well be pleasant over it, said Mrs. Tipping, severely; because we shant go away until we have seen him. After all, its got nothing to do with you.

We dont want anything to say to you, affirmed her daughter.

Will  you  get  out  of  my  house? demanded the owner, wildly.

When weve seen Captn Flower, said Mrs. Tipping, calmly, and not a moment before. We dont mind your getting in a temper, not a bit. You cant frighten us.

The frenzied and reckless reply of the red-whiskered man was drowned in the violent slamming of the street-door, and he found himself alone with the ladies. There was a yell of triumph outside, and the sounds of a hurried scramble down the steps. Mrs. Tipping, fumbling wildly at the catch of the door, opened it just in time to see the cabman, in reply to the urgent entreaties of the mate, frantically lashing his horse up the road.

So far, so good, murmured the mate, as he glanced over his shoulder at the little group posing on the steps. Ive done the best I could, but I suppose therell be a row.

The watchman, with the remainder of the crew, in various attitudes of expectant curiosity, were waiting to receive them at the wharf. A curiosity which increased in intensity as the mate, slamming the gate, put the big bar across and turned to the watchman.

Dont open that to anybody till were off, he said, sharply. Capn Flower has not turned up yet, I suppose?

No, sir, said Ben.

They went aboard the schooner again, and the mate, remaining on deck, listened anxiously for the return of the redoubtable Mrs. Tipping, occasionally glancing over the side in expectation of being boarded from the neighbouring stairs; but with the exception of a false alarm caused by two maddened seamen unable to obtain admittance, and preferring insulting charges of somnolency against the watchman, the time passed quietly until high water. With the schooner in midstream slowly picking her way through the traffic, any twinges of remorse that he might have had for the way he had treated two helpless women left him, and he began to feel with his absent commander some of the charm which springs from successful wrong-doing.


CHAPTER VII.

He brought up off Greenwich in the cold grey of the breaking day. Craft of all shapes and sizes were passing up and down, but he looked in vain for any sign of the skipper. It was galling to him as a seaman to stay there with the wind blowing freshly down the river; but over an hour elapsed before a yell from Tim, who was leaning over the bows, called his attention to a watermans skiff, in the stern of which sat a passenger of somewhat dejected appearance. He had the air of a man who had been up all night, and in place of returning the hearty and significant greeting of the mate, sat down in an exhausted fashion on the cabin skylight, and eyed him in stony silence until they were under way again.

Well, he said at length, ungraciously.

Chilled by his manner, Fraser, in place of the dramatic fashion in which he had intended to relate the events of the preceding night, told him in a few curt sentences what had occurred. And you can finish this business for yourself, he concluded, warmly; Ive had enough of it.

Youve made a pretty mess of it, groaned the other; therell be a fine set-out now. Why couldnt you coax em away? Thats what I wanted you to do. Thats what I told you to do.

Well, youll have plenty of opportunities of coaxing yourself so far as I can see, retorted Fraser, grimly. Then youll see how it works. It was the only way of getting rid of them.

You ought to have sent round to me and let me know what you were doing, said Flower. I sat in that blamed pub till they turned me out at twelve, expecting you every minute. Id only threepence left by then, and I crossed the water with that, and then I had to shuffle along to Greenwich as best I could with a bad foot. Whatll be the end of it all, I dont know.

Well, youre all right at present, said Fraser, glancing round; rather different to what youd have been if those two women had come to Ipswich and seen Capn Barber.

The other sat for a long time in thought. Ill lay up for a few weeks with this foot, he said, slowly, and youll have to tell the Tipping family that Ive changed into another trade. What with the worry Ive had lately, I shall be glad of a rest.

He made his way below, and turning in slept soundly after his fatigue until the cook aroused him a few hours later with the information that breakfast was ready.

A wash and a change, together with a good breakfast, effected as much change in his spirits as in his appearance. Refreshed in mind and body, he slowly paced the deck, his chest expanding as he sniffed the fresh air, and his soul, encouraged by the dangers he had already passed through, bracing itself for fresh encounters.

I ope the foot is goin on well, sir, said Tim, breaking in upon his meditations, respectfully.

Much easier this morning, said the skipper, amiably.

Tim, who was lending the cook a hand, went back into the galley to ponder. As a result of a heated debate in the focsle, where the last nights proceedings and the mysterious appearance of the skipper off Greenwich had caused a great sensation, they had drawn lots to decide who was to bell the cat, and Tim had won or lost according as the subject might be viewed.

You dont want to walk about on it much, sir, he said, thrusting his head out again.

The skipper nodded.

I was alarmed last night, said Tim. We was all alarmed, he added, hastily, in order that the others might stand in with the risk, thinking that perhaps youd walked too far and couldnt get back.

The master of the Foam looked at him, but made no reply, and Tims head was slowly withdrawn. The crew, who had been gazing over the side with their ears at the utmost tension, gave him five minutes grace and then, the skipper having gone aft again, walked up to the galley.

Ive done all I could, said the wretched youth.

Done all ye could? said Joe, derisively, why you aint done nothin yet.

I cant say anything more, said Tim. I dassent. I aint got your pluck, Joe.

Pluck be damned! said the seaman, fiercely; why there was a chap I knew once, shipwrecked he was, and had to take to the boats. When the grub give out they drew lots to see who should be killed and eaten. He lost. Did e back out of it? Not a bit of it; e was a man, an e shook ands with em afore they ate im and wished em luck.

Well, you can kill and eat me if thats what you want, said Tim, desperately. Id sooner ave that.

Mind you, said Joe, till youve arsked them questions and been answered satisfactorily  none of usll ave anything to do with you, besides which Ill give you such a licking as youve never ad before.

He strolled off with Ben and the cook, as the skipper came towards them again, and sat down in the bows. Tim, sore afraid of his shipmates con. tempt, tried again.

I wanted to ask your pardon in case I done wrong last night, sir, he said, humbly.

All right, its granted, replied the other, walking away.

Tim raised his eyes to heaven, and then lowering them, looked even more beseechingly at his comrades.

Go on, said Ben, shaping the words only with his mouth.

I dont know, sir, whether you know what I was alloodin to just now, said Tim, in trembling accents, as the skipper came within earshot again. Im a-referring to a cab ride.

And I told you that Ive forgiven you, said Flower, sternly, forgiven you freely  all of you.

Its a relief to my mind, sir, faltered the youth, staring.

Dont mix yourself up in my business again, thats all, said the skipper; you mightnt get off so easy next time.

Its been worrying me ever since, sir, persisted Tim, who was half fainting. Ive been wondering whether I ought to have answered them ladies questions, and told em what I did tell em.

The skipper swung round hastily and confronted him. Told them? he stuttered, told them what?

I ardly remember, sir, said Tim, alarmed at his manner. Wot with the suddenness o the thing, an the luckshury o riding in a cab, my ead was in a whirl.

What did they ask you? demanded the shipper.

They asked me what Capn Flower was like an where e lived, said Tim, an they asked me whether I knew a Mr. Robinson.

Captain Flower, his eyes blazing, waited.

I said I adnt got the pleasure o Mr. Robinsons acquaintance, said Tim, with a grand air. I was just goin to tell em about you when Joe ere gave me a pinch.

Well? enquired the skipper, stamping with impatience.

I pinched im back agin, said Tim, smiling tenderly at the reminiscence.

Tims a fool, sir, said Joe, suddenly, as the overwrought skipper made a move towards the galley. E didnt seem to know wot e was a sayin of, so I up and told em all about you.

You did, did you? Damn you, said Flower, bitterly.

In answer to their questions, sir, said Joe, I told em you was a bald-headed chap, marked with the small-pox, and I said when you was at ome, which was seldom, you lived at Aberdeen.

The skipper stepped towards him and laid his hand affectionately on his shoulder. You ought to have been an admiral, Joe, he said, gratefully, without intending any slur on a noble profession.

I also told George, the watchman, to tell em the same thing, if they came round again worrying, said Joe, proudly.

The skipper patted him on the shoulder again.

One o these days, Joe, he remarked, you shall know all about this little affair; for the present its enough to tell you that a certain unfortunate young female has took a fancy to a friend o mine named Robinson, but its very important, for Robinsons sake, that she shouldnt see me or get to know anything about me. Do you understand?

Perfectly, said Joe, sagely.

His countenance was calm and composed, but the cooks forehead had wrinkled itself into his hair in a strong brain effort, while Ben was looking for light on the deck, and not finding it. Flower, as a sign that the conversation was now ended, walked aft again, and taking the wheel from the mate, thoughtfully suggested that he should go below and turn in for five minutes.

Ill get through this all right, after all, he said, comfortably. Ill lay up at Seabridge for a week or two, and after that Ill get off the schooner at Greenwich for a bit and let you take her up to London. Then Ill write a letter in the name of Robinson and send it to a man I know in New York to post from there to Miss Tipping.

His spirits rose and he slapped Fraser heartily on the back. That disposes of one, he said, cheerily. Lor, in years to come how I shall look back and laugh over all this!

Yes, I think itll be some time before you do any laughing to speak of, said Fraser.

Ah, you always look on the dark side of things, said Flower, briskly.

Of course, as things are, youre going to marry Miss Banks, said Fraser, slowly.

No, Im not, said the other, cheerfully; it strikes me theres plenty of time before that will come to a head, and that gives me time to turn round. I dont think shes any more anxious for it than I am.

But suppose it does come to a head, persisted Fraser, what are you going to do?

I shall find a way out of it, said the skipper, confidently. Meantime, just as an exercise for your wits, you might try and puzzle out what would be the best thing to do in such a case.

His good spirits lasted all the way to Seabridge, and, the schooner berthed, he went cheerfully off home. It was early afternoon when he arrived, and, Captain Barber being out, he had a comfortable tête à tête with Mrs. Church, in which he was able to dilate pretty largely upon the injury to his foot. Captain Barber did not return until the tea was set, and then shaking hands with his nephew, took a seat opposite, and in a manner more than unusually boisterous, kept up a long conversation.

It was a matter of surprise to Flower that, though the talk was by no means of a sorrowful nature, Mrs. Church on three separate occasions rose from the table and left the room with her handkerchief to her eyes. At such times his uncles ideas forsook him, and he broke off not only in the middle of a sentence, but even in the middle of a word. At the third time Flower caught his eye, and with a dumb jerk of his head toward the door enquired what it all meant.

Tell you presently, said his uncle, in a frightened whisper, Hush! Dont take no notice of it. Not a word.

What is it? persisted Flower.

Captain Barber gave a hurried glance towards the door and then leaned over the table Broken art, he whispered, sorrowfully.

Flower whistled, and, full of the visions which this communication opened up, neglected to join in the artificial mirth which his uncle was endeavouring to provoke upon the housekeepers return. Finally he worked up a little mirth on his own account, and after glancing from his uncle to the housekeeper, and from the housekeeper back to his uncle again, smothered his face in his handkerchief and rushed from the room.

Bit on a bad tooth, he said, untruthfully, when he came back.

Captain Barber eyed him fiercely, but Mrs. Church regarded him with compassionate interest, and, having got the conversation upon such a safe subject, kept it there until the meal was finished.

Whats it all about? enquired Flower, as, tea finished, Captain Barber carried his chair to the extreme end of the garden and beckoned his nephew to do likewise.

Youre the cause of it, said Captain Barber, severely.

Me? said Flower, in surprise.

You know that little plan I told you of when you was down here? said the other.

His nephew nodded.

It came off, groaned Captain Barber. Ive got news for you asll make you dance for joy.

Ive got a bad foot, said Flower, paling.

Never mind about your foot, said his uncle, regarding him fixedly. Your banns are up.

Up! Up where? gasped Flower.

Why  in the church, said the other, staring at him; where do you think? I got the old ladys consent day before yesterday, and had em put up at once.

Is she dead, then? enquired his nephew, in a voice the hollowness of which befitted the question.

How the devil could she be? returned his uncle, staring at him.

No, I didnt think of that, said Flower; of course, she couldnt give her consent, could she  not if she was dead, I mean.

Captain Barber drew his chair back and looked at him. His joy has turned his brain, he said, with conviction.

No, its my foot, said Flower, rallying. Ive had no sleep with it. Im delighted! Delighted! After all these years.

You owe it to me, said his uncle, with a satisfied air. I generally see my way clear to what I want, and generally get it, too. Ive played Mrs. Banks and Mrs. Church agin one another without their knowing it. Both elpless in my hands, they was.

But whats the matter with Mrs. Church? said his depressed nephew.

Oh, thats the worst of it, said Uncle Barber, shaking his head. While I was in play, that pore woman must have thought I was in earnest. She dont say nothing. Not a word, and the efforts she makes to control her feelings is noble.

Have you told her she has got to go then? enquired Flower.

Captain Barber shook his head. Mrs. Banks saved me that trouble, he said, grimly.

But she cant take notice from Mrs. Banks, said Flower, itll have to come from you.

All in good time, said Captain Barber, wiping his face. As Ive done all this for you, I was going to let you tell her.

Me! said Flower, with emphasis.

Certainly, said Captain Barber, with more emphasis still. Just get her to yourself on the quiet and allude to it casual. Then after that bring the subject up when Im in the room. As its to make room for you and your wife, you might fix the date for er to go. Thatll be the best way to do it.

It seems to me it is rather hard on her, said his nephew, compassionately; perhaps we had better wait a little longer.

Certainly not, said Captain Barber, sharply; dont I tell you your banns are up. Youre to be asked in church first time next Sunday, Youll both live with me as agreed, and Im going to make over three o the cottages to you and a half-share in the ship. The rest youll have to wait for. Why dont you look cheerful? You ought to.

Im cheerful enough, said Flower, recovering himself. Im thinking of you.

Me? said his uncle.

You and Mrs. Church, said his nephew. So far as I can see, youve committed yourself.

I can manage, said Uncle Barber. Ive always been master in my own house. Now youd better step round and see the bride that is to be.

Well, you be careful, said his nephew, warningly.

Im coming, too, said Captain Barber, with some haste; theres no need to stay and wait for trouble. When you go into the house, come back as though youd forgotten something, and sing out to me that you want me to come too  hard enough for er to hear, mind.


CHAPTER VIII.

The bewildered master of the Foam spent the remainder of the time at Seabridge in a species of waking nightmare.

A grey-haired dressmaker and a small apprentice sat in the Banks best parlour, and from a chaos of brown paper patterns stuck over with pins a silk dress of surpassing beauty began slowly to emerge. As a great concession Flower was allowed to feel the material, and even to rub it between his finger and thumb in imitation of Captain Barber, who was so prone to the exercise that a small piece was cut for his especial delectation. A colour of unwonted softness glowed in the cheek of Elizabeth and an air of engaging timidity tempered her interview with Flower, who had to run the gauntlet of much friendly criticism on the part of his fair neighbours.

Up to the time of sailing for London again the allusion to Mrs. Churchs departure, desired by Captain Barber, had not been made by the younger man. The housekeeper was still in possession, and shook hands with him at the front door as he limped slowly off with Miss Banks and his uncle to go down to the schooner. His foot was still very bad, so bad that he stumbled three times on the way to the quay despite the assistance afforded by the arm of his betrothed.

Seems to be no power in it, he said smiling faintly; but I daresay itll be all right by the time. I get back.

He shook hands with Captain Barber and, as a tribute to conventionality, kissed Miss Banks. The last the two saw of him, he was standing at the wheel waving his handkerchief. They waved their own in return, and as the Foam drew rapidly away gave a final farewell and departed.

Whats the game with the foot? enquired the mate, in a low voice.

Tell you by-and-by, said the skipper; its far from well, but even if it wasnt I should pretend it was bad. I suppose that doesnt suggest anything to you?

The mate shook his head.

Can you see any way out of it? enquired the other. What would you do if you were in my place?

Marry the girl I wanted to marry, said the mate, sturdily, and not trouble about anything else.

And lose thirteen cottages and this ship and my berth in the bargain, said the skipper. Now you try and think of some other way, and if you havent thought of it by dinner-time, Ill tell you what Im going to do.

No other scheme having suggested itself to the mate by the time that meal arrived, he prepared to play the part of listener. The skipper, after carefully closing both the door and the skylight, prepared to speak.

Im in a desperate fix, Jack, that youll admit, he said, by way of preparation.

The mate cordially agreed with him.

Theres Poppy down at Poplar, Matilda at Chelsea, and Elizabeth at Seabridge, continued Flower, indicating various points on the table with his finger as he spoke. Some men would give up in despair, but Ive thought of a way out of it. Ive never got into a corner I couldnt get out of yet.

You want a little help though sometimes, said Fraser.

All part of my plans, rejoined Flower, airily. If it hadnt been for my uncles interference I should have been all right. A mans no business to be so officious. As it is, Ive got to do something decided.

If I were you, interrupted Fraser, I should go to Captain Barber and tell him straight and plain how the thing stands. You neednt mention anything about Miss Tipping. Tell him about the other, and that you intend to marry her. Itll be beat in the long run, and fairer to Miss Tyrell, too.

You dont know my uncle as well as I do, retorted the skipper. Hes as obstinate an old fool as ever breathed. If I did as you say I should lose everything. Now, Ill tell you what Im going to do:  To-night, during your watch, I shall come up on deck and stand on the side of the ship to look at something in the water, when I shall suddenly hear a shout.

The mate, who had a piece of dumpling on his fork, half-way to his mouth, put it down again and regarded him open-mouthed.

My foot, continued the skipper, in surprisingly even tones, answering his subject, will then give way and I shall fall overboard.

The mate was about to speak, but the skipper, gazing in a rapt manner before him, waved him into silence.

You will alarm the crew and pitch a life-belt overboard, he continued; you will then back sails and lower the boat.

Youd better take the lifebelt with you, hadnt you? enquired the mate, anxiously.

I shall be picked up by a Norwegian barque, bound for China, continued the skipper, ignoring the interruption; I shall be away at least six months, perhaps more, according as things turn out.

The mate pushed his scarcely tasted dinner from him, and got up from the table. It was quite evident to him that the skippers love affairs had turned his brain.

By the time I get back, Matildall have ceased from troubling, anyway, said the skipper, and I have strong hopes that Elizabethll take Gibson. I shall stay away long enough to give her a fair chance, anyway.

But spose you get drowned before anything can pick you up! suggested the mate, feebly.

Drowned? repeated the skipper. Why, you didnt think I was really going overboard, did you? I shall be locked up in my state-room.

The mates brow cleared and then darkened again, suddenly. I see, some more lies for me to tell, I suppose, he said, angrily.

After youve raised the alarm and failed to recover the body, said the skipper, with relish, youll lock my door and put the key in your pocket. That would be the proper thing to do if I really did go overboard, you know, and when we get to London Ill just slip quietly ashore.

The mate came back to his dinner and finished it in silence, while the skipper kept up a rambling fire of instructions for his future guidance.

And what about Miss Tyrell? said the mate, at length. Is she to know?

Certainly not, said Flower, sharply. I wouldnt have her know for anything. Youre the only person to know, Jack. Youll have to break the news to em all, and mind you do it gently, so as not to cause more grief than you can help.

I wont do it at all, said the mate.

Yes, you will, said Flower, and if Matilda or her mother come down again, show it to em in the paper. Then theyll know itll be no good worrying Capn Flower again. If they see it in the paper theyll know its true; its sure to be in the local papers, and in the London ones, too, very likely. I should think it would; the master of a vessel!

Fraser being in no mood to regard this vanity complacently, went up on deck and declined to have anything to do with the matter. He maintained this attitude of immovable virtue until tea-time, by which time Flowers entreaties had so won upon him that he was reluctantly compelled to admit that it seemed to be the only thing possible in the circumstances, and more reluctantly still to promise his aid to the most unscrupulous extent possible.

Ill write to you when Im fixed up, said the skipper, giving you my new name and address. Youre the only person I shall be able to keep touch with. I shall have to rely upon you for everything. If it wasnt for you I should be dead to the world.

I know what youll do as well as possible, said Fraser; youve got nothing to do for six months, and youll be getting into some more engagements.

I dont think you have any call to say that, Jack, remarked Flower, with some dignity.

Well, I wish it was well over, said the mate, despondently. What are you going to do for money?

I drew out £40 to get married with  furniture and things, said Flower; thatll go overboard with me, of course. Im doing all this for Poppys sake more than my own, and I want you to go up and see her every trip, and let me know how she is. She mightnt care what happened to her if she thinks Im gone, and she might marry somebody else in desperation.

I dont care about facing her, said Fraser, bitterly; its a shady business altogether.

Its for her sake, repeated Flower, calmly, Take on old Ben as mate, and ship another hand forward.

The mate ended the subject by going to his bunk and turning in; the skipper, who realised that he himself would have plenty of time for sleep, went on deck and sat silently smoking. Old Ben was at the wheel, and the skipper felt a glow of self-rightousness as he thought of the rise in life he was about to give the poor fellow.

At eight oclock the mate relieved Ben, and the skipper with a view of keeping up appearances announced his intention of turning in for a bit.

The sun went down behind clouds of smoky red, but the light of the summer evening lasted for some time after. Then darkness came down over the sea, and it was desolate except for the sidelights of distant craft. The mate drew out his watch and by the light of the binnacle-lamp, saw that it was ten minutes to ten. At the same moment he heard somebody moving about forward.

Whos that forard? he cried, smartly.

Me, sir, answered Joes voice. Im a bit wakeful, and its stiflin ot down below.

The mate hesitated, and then, glancing at the open skylight, saw the skipper, who was standing on the table.

Send him below, said the latter, in a sharp whisper.

Youd better get below, Joe, said the mate.

Wy, I aint doin no arm, sir, said Joe, in surprise.

Get below, said the mate, sharply. Do you hear?  get below. Youll be sleeping in your watch if you dont sleep now.

The sounds of a carefully modulated grumble came faintly aft, then the mate, leaning away from the wheel to avoid the galley which obstructed his view, saw that his order had been obeyed.

Now, said the skipper, quietly, you must give a perfect scream of horror, mind, and put this on the deck. It fell off as I went over, dye see?

He handed over the slipper he had been wearing, and the mate took it surlily.

There ought to be a splash, he murmured. Joes awake.

The skipper vanished, to reappear a minute or two later with a sack into which he had hastily thrust a few lumps of coal and other rubbish. The mate took it from him, and, placing the slipper on the deck, stood with one hand holding the wheel and the other the ridiculous sack.

Now, said the skipper.

The sack went overboard, and, at the same moment, the mate left the wheel with an ear-splitting yell and rushed to the galley for the life-belt which hung there. He crashed heavily into Joe, who had rushed on deck, but, without pausing, ran to the side and flung it overboard.

Skippers overboard, he yelled, running back and putting the helm down.

Joe put his head down the fore-scuttle and yelled like a maniac; the others came up in their night-gear, and in a marvellously short space of time the schooner was hove to and the cook and Joe had tumbled into the boat and were pulling back lustily in search of the skipper.

Half an hour elapsed, during which those on the schooner hung over the stern listening intently. They could hear the oars in the rowlocks and the shouts of the rowers. Tim lit a lantern and dangled it over the water.

Have you got im? cried Ben, as the boat came over the darkness and the light of the lantern shone on the upturned faces of the men.

No, said Joe, huskily.

Ben threw him a line, and he clambered silently aboard, followed by the cook.

Better put about, he said to the mate, and cruise about until daylight. We aint found the belt either, and its just possible hes got it.

The mate shook his head. Its no good, he said, confidently; hes gone.

Well, I vote we try, anyhow, said Joe, turning on him fiercely. How did it happen?

He came up on deck to speak to me, said the mate, shortly. He fancied he heard a cry from the water and jumped up on the side with his hand on the rigging to see. I spose his bad foot slipped and he went over before I could move.

Well cruise about a bit, said Joe, loudly, turning to the men.

Are you giving orders here, or am I? said the mate sternly.

I am, said Joe, violently. Its our duty to do all we can. There was a dead silence. Joe, pushing himself in between Ben and the cook, eyed the men eagerly.

What do you mean by that? said the mate at last.

Wot I say, said Joe, meeting him eye to eye, and thrusting his face close to his.

The mate shrugged his shoulders and walked slowly aft; then, with a regard for appearances which the occasion fully warranted, took the schooner for a little circular tour in the neighbourhood of the skippers disappearance.

At daybreak, not feeling the loss quite as much as the men, he went below, and, having looked stealthily round, unlocked the door of the state-room and peeped in. It was almost uncanny, considering the circumstances, to see in the dim light the skipper sitting on the edge of his bunk.

What the blazes are you doing, dodging about like this? he burst out, ungratefully.

Looking for the body, said the mate. Aint you heard us shouting? Its not my fault  the crew say they wont leave the spot while theres half a chance.

Blast the crew, said the skipper, quite untouched by this devotion. Aint you taking charge o the ship?

Joes about half mad, said the mate. Its wonderful how upset he is.

The skipper cursed Joe separately, and the mate, whose temper was getting bad, closed the interview by locking the door.

At five oclock, by which time they had cleared three masses of weed and a barnacle-covered plank, they abandoned the search and resumed the voyage. A gloom settled on the forecastle, and the cook took advantage of the occasion to read Tim a homily upon the shortness of life and the suddenness of death. Tim was much affected, but not nearly so much as he was when he discovered that the men were going to pay a last tribute to the late captains memory by abstaining from breakfast. He ventured to remark that the excitement and the night air had made him feel very hungry, and was promptly called an unfeeling little brute by the men for his pains. The mate, who, in deference to public opinion, had to keep up appearances the same way, was almost as much annoyed as Tim, and, as for the drowned man himself, his state of mind was the worst of all. He was so ungrateful that the mate at length lost his temper and when dinner was served allowed a latent sense ot humour to have full play.

It consisted of boiled beef, with duff, carrots, and potatoes, and its grateful incense filled the cabin.

The mate attacked it lustily listening between mouthfuls for any interruption from the state-room. At length, unable to endure it any longer, the prisoner ventured to scratch lightly on the door.

Hist! said the mate, in a whisper.

The scratching ceased, and the mate, grinning broadly, resumed his dinner. He finished at last, and lighting his pipe sat back easily in the locker watching the door out of the corner of his eye.

With hunger at his vitals the unfortunate skipper, hardly able to believe his ears, heard the cook come down and clear away. The smell of dinner gave way to that of tobacco, and the mate, having half finished his pipe, approached the door.

Are you there? he asked, in a whisper.

Of course I am, you fool! said the skipper, wrathfully; wheres my dinner?

Im very sorry, began the mate, in a whisper.

What? enquired the skipper, fiercely.

Ive mislaid the key, said the mate, grinning fiendishly, an, whats more, I cant think what Ive done with it.

At this intelligence, the remnants of the skippers temper vanished, and every bad word he had heard of, or read of, or dreamt of, floated from his hungry lips in frenzied whispers.

I cant hear what you say, said the mate. What?

The prisoner was about to repeat his remarks with a few embellishments, when the mate stopped him with one little word. Hist! he said, quietly.

At the imminent risk of bursting, or going mad, the skipper stopped short, and the mate, addressing a remark to the cook, who was not present, went up on deck.

He found the key by tea-time, and, his triumph having made him generous, passed the skipper in a large hunk of the cold beef with his tea. The skipper took it and eyed him wanly, having found an empty stomach very conducive to accurate thinking.

The next thing is to slip ashore at Wapping, Jack, he said, after he had finished his meal; the wharll be closed by the time we get there.

The watchmans nearly sure to be asleep, said Fraser, and you can easily climb the gate. If hes not, I must try and get him out of the way somehow.

The skippers forebodings proved to be correct. It was past twelve by the time they reached Wapping, but the watchman was wide awake and, with much bustle, helped them to berth their craft. He received the news of the skippers untimely end with well-bred sorrow, and at once excited the wrath of the sensitive Joe by saying that he was not surprised.

I ad a warning, he said solemnly, in reply to the indignant seaman. Larst night exactly as Big Ben struck ten oclock the gate-bell was pulled three times.

Ive pulled it fifty times myself before now, said Joe, scathingly, and then had to climb over the gate and wake you up.

I went to the gate at once, continued George, addressing himself to the cook; sometimes when Im shifting a barge, or doing any little job o that sort, I do ave to keep a man waiting, and, if hes drunk, two minutes seems like ages to im.

You ought to know wot it seems like, muttered Joe.

When I got to the gate an opened it there was nobody there, continued the watchman, impressively, and while I was standing there I saw the bell-pull go up an down without ands and the bell rung agin three times.

The cook shivered. Wasnt you frightened, George? he asked, sympathetically.

I knew it was a warning, continued the vivacious George. Wye should come to me I dont know. One thing is I think e always ad a bit of a fancy for me.

He ad, said Joe; everybody wot sees you loves you, George. They cant help theirselves.

And I ave ad them two ladies down agin asking for Mr. Robinson, and also for poor Capn Flower, said the watchman; they asked me some questions about im, and I told em the lies wot you told me to tell em, Joe; praps thats wy I ad the warning.

Joe turned away with a growl and went below, and Tim and the cook after greedily waiting for some time to give the watchmans imagination a further chance, followed his example. George left to himself took his old seat on the post at the end of the jetty, being, if the truth must be told, some-what alarmed by his own fertile inventions.

Three times did the mate, in response to the frenzied commands of the skipper, come stealthily up the companion-way and look at him. Time was passing and action of some kind was imperative.

George, he whispered, suddenly.

Sir, said the watchman.

I want to speak to you, said Fraser, mysteriously; come down here.

George rose carefully from his seat, and lowering himself gingerly on board, crept on tiptoe to the galley after the mate.

Wait in here till I come back, said the latter, in a thrilling whisper; Ive got something to show you. Dont move, whatever happens.

His tones were so fearful, and he put so much emphasis on the last sentence, that the watchman burst hurriedly out of the galley.

I dont like these mysteries, he said, plainly.

Theres no mystery, said the mate, pushing him back again; something I dont want the crew to see, thats all. Youre the only man I can trust.

He closed the door and coughed, and a figure which had been lurking on the companion-ladder, slipped hastily on deck and clambered noiselessly onto the jetty. The mate clambered up beside it, and hurrying with it to the gate helped it over, and with much satisfaction heard it alight on the other side.

Good-night, Jack, said Flower. Dont forget to look after Poppy.

Good-night, said the mate. Write as soon as youre fixed.

He walked back leisurely to the schooner and stood in some perplexity, eyeing the galley which contained the devoted George, He stood for so long that his victim lost all patience, and, sliding back the door, peered out and discovered him.

Have you got it? he asked, softly.

No, replied Fraser; there isnt anything. I was only making a fool of you, George. Good-night.

He walked aft, and stood at the companion watching the outraged George as he came slowly out of the galley and stared about him.

Good-night, George, he repeated.

The watchman made no reply to the greeting, but, breathing heavily, resumed his old seat on the post; and, folding his arms across his panting bosom, looked down with majestic scorn upon the schooner and all its contents. Long after the satisfied mate had forgotten the incident in sleep, he sat there striving to digest the insult of which he had been the victim, and to consider a painful and fitting retribution.


CHAPTER IX.

The mate awoke next morning to a full sense of the unpleasant task before him, and, after irritably giving orders for the removal of the tarpaulin from the skylight, a substitution of the ingenious cooks for the drawn blinds ashore, sat down to a solitary breakfast and the composition of a telegram to Captain Barber. The first, a beautiful piece of prose, of which the key-note was resignation, contained two shillings worth of sympathy and fourpence-halfpenny worth of religion. It was too expensive as it stood, and boiled down, he was surprised to find that it became unfeeling to the verge of flippancy. Ultimately he embodied it in a letter, which he preceded by a telegram, breaking the sad news in as gentle a form as could be managed for one-and-three.

The best part of the day was spent in relating the sad end of Captain Fred Flower to various enquirers. The deceased gentleman was a popular favourite, and clerks from the office and brother skippers came down in little knots to learn the full particulars, and to compare the accident with others in their experience. It reminded one skipper, who invariably took to drink when his feelings were touched, of the death of a little nephew from whooping-cough, and he was so moved over a picture he drew of the meeting of the two, that it took four men to get him off the schooner without violence.

The mate sat for some time after tea striving to summon up sufficient courage for his journey to Poplar, and wondering whether it wouldnt perhaps be better to communicate the news by letter. He even went so far as to get the writing materials ready, and then, remembering his promise to the skipper, put them away again and prepared for his visit. The crew who were on deck eyed him stolidly as he departed, and Joe made a remark to the cook, which that worthy drowned in a loud and troublesome cough.

The Wheeler family were at home when he arrived, and received him with some surprise, Mrs. Wheeler, who was in her usual place on the sofa, shook hands with him in a genteel fashion, and calling his attention to a somewhat loudly attired young man of unpleasant appearance, who was making a late tea, introduced him as her son Bob.

Is Miss Tyrell in? enquired Fraser, shaking his head as Mr. Wheeler dusted a small Wheeler off a chair and offered it to him.

Shes upstairs, said Emma Wheeler; shall I go and fetch her?

No, Ill go up to her, said the mate quietly. I think Id better see her alone. Ive got rather bad news for her.

About the captain? enquired Mrs. Wheeler, sharply.

Yes, said Fraser, turning somewhat red. Very bad news.

He fixed his eyes on the ground, and, in a spasmodic fashion, made perfect by practice, recited the disaster.

Pore feller, said Mrs. Wheeler, when he had finished. Pore feller, and cut down suddenly like that. I spose he adnt made any preparation for it?

Not a bit, said the mate, starting, quite unprepared.

You didnt jump over after him? suggested Miss Wheeler, softly.

I did not, said the mate, firmly; whereupon Miss Wheeler, who was fond of penny romance, sighed and shook her head.

Theres that pore gal upstairs, said Mrs. Wheeler, sorrowfully, all innocent and happy, probably expecting him to come to-night and take her out. Emmad better go up and break it to er.

I will, said Fraser, shortly.

Better to let a woman do it, said Mrs. Wheeler. When our little Jemmy smashed his finger we sent Emma down to break it to his father and bring im ome. It was ever so long before she let you know the truth, wasnt it, father?

Made me think all sorts of things with her mysteries, said the dutiful Mr. Wheeler, in triumphant corroboration. First of all she made me think you was dead; then I thought you was all dead  give me such a turn they ad to give me brandy to bring me round. When I found out it was only Jemmys finger, I was nearly off my ed with joy.

Ill go and tell her, interrupted Mr. Bob Wheeler, delicately, using the inside edge of the table-cloth as a serviette. I can do it better than Emma can. What she wants is comforting; Emma would go and snivel all over her.

Mrs. Wheeler, raising her head from the sofa, regarded the speaker with looks of tender admiration, and the young man, after a lengthy glance in the small pier-glass ornamented with coloured paper, which stood on the mantel-piece, walked to the door.

You neednt trouble, said Fraser, slowly; Im going to tell her.

Mrs. Wheelers dull eyes snapped sharply. Shes our lodger, she said, aggressively.

Yes, but Im going to tell her, rejoined the mate; the skipper told me to.

A startled silence was broken by Mr. Wheelers chair, which fell noisily.

I mean, stammered Fraser, meeting the perturbed gaze of the dock-foreman, that he told me once if anything happened to him that I was to break the news to Miss Tyrell. Its been such a shock to me I hardly know what I am saying.

Yes, youll go and frighten her, said Bob Wheeler, endeavouring to push past him.

The mate blocked the doorway.

Are you going to try to prevent me going out of a room in my own house? blustered the young man.

Of course not, said Fraser, and, giving way, ascended the stairs before him. Mr. Wheeler, junior, after a moments hesitation, turned back and, muttering threats under his breath, returned to the parlour.

Miss Tyrell, who was sitting by the window reading, rose upon the mates entrance, and, observing that he was alone, evinced a little surprise as she shook hands with him. It was the one thing necessary to complete his discomfiture, and he stood before her in a state of guilty confusion.

Capn Flower couldnt come, he stammered.

The girl said nothing, but with her dark eyes fixed upon his flushed face waited for him to continue.

Its his misfortune that he couldnt come, con-tinued Fraser, jerkily.

Business, I suppose? said the girl, after another wait. Wont you sit down?

Bad business, replied Fraser. He sat down, and fancied he saw the way clear before him.

Youve left him on the Foam, I suppose? said Poppy, seeing that she was expected to speak.

No; farther back than that, was the response.

Seabridge? queried the girl, with an air of indifference.

Fraser regarded her with an expression of studied sadness. Not so far back as that, he said, softly.

Miss Tyrell manifested a slight restlessness. Is it a sort of riddle? she demanded.

No, its a tale, replied Fraser, not without a secret admiration of his unsuspected powers of breaking bad news; a tale with a bad ending.

The girl misunderstood him. If you mean that Captain Flower doesnt want to come here, and sent you to say so she began, with dignity.

He cant come, interrupted the mate, hastily.

Did he send you to tell me? she asked

Fraser shook his head mournfully. He cant come, he said, in a low voice; he had a bad foot  night before last he was standing on the ships side  when he lost his hold

He broke off and eyed the girl nervously, and fell overboard, he concluded.

Poppy Tyrell gave a faint cry and, springing to her feet, stood with her hand on the back of her chair regarding him. Poor fellow, she said, softly poor fellow.

She sat down again by the open window and nervously plucked at the leaves of a geranium. Her face was white and her dark eyes pitiful and tender. Fraser, watching her, cursed his resourceful skipper and hated himself.

Its a terrible thing for his friends, said Poppy, at length. And for you, said Fraser, respectfully.

I am very grieved, said Poppy, quietly; very shocked and very grieved.

I have got strong hopes that he may have got picked up, said Fraser, cheerfully; very strong hopes, I threw him a life-belt, and though we got the boat out and pulled about, we couldnt find either of them. I shouldnt be at all surprised if he has been picked up by some vessel outward bound. Stranger things have happened.

The girl shook her head. You didnt go overboard after him? she asked, quietly.

I did not, said the mate, who was somewhat tired of this tactless question; I had to stand by the ship, and besides, he was a much better swimmer than I am  I did the best I could.

Miss Tyrell bowed her head in answer. Yes, she said, softly.

If theres anything I can do, said Fraser, awkwardly, or be of use to you in any way, I hope youll let me know  Flower told me you were all alone, and

He broke off suddenly as he saw the girls lips quiver. I was very fond of my father, she said, in extenuation of this weakness.

I suppose youve got some relatives? said Fraser.

The girl shook her head.

No cousins? said Fraser, staring. He had twenty-three himself.

I have some in New Zealand, said Poppy, considering. If I could, I think I should go out there.

And give up your business here? enquired the mate, anxiously.

It gave me up, said Poppy, with a little tremulous laugh. I had a weeks pay instead of notice the day before yesterday. If you know anybody who wants a clerk who spells impatient with a y and is off-hand when they are told of it, you might let me know.

The mate stared at her blankly. This was a far more serious case than Captain Flowers. What are you going to do? he asked.

Try for another berth, was the reply.

But if you dont get it?

I shall get it sooner or later, said the girl.

But suppose you dont get one for a long time? suggested Fraser.

I must wait till I do, said the girl, quietly.

You see, continued the mate, twisting his hands, it might be a long job, and I  I was wondering  what you would do in the meantime. I was wondering whether you could hold out.

Hold out? repeated Miss Tyrell, very coldly.

Whether youve got enough money, blurted the mate.

Miss Tyrell turned upon him a face in which there was now no lack of colour. That is my business, she said, stiffly.

Mine, too, said Fraser, gazing steadily at the pretty picture of indignation before him. I was Flowers friend as well as his mate, and you are only a girl. The indignation became impatience. Little more than a child, he murmured, scrutinising her.

I am quite big enough to mind my own business, said Poppy, reverting to chilly politeness.

I wish you would promise me you wont leave here or do anything until I have seen you again, said Fraser, who was anxious to consult his captain on this new phase of affairs.

Certainly not, said Miss Tyrell, rising and standing by her chair, and thank you for calling.

Fraser rubbed his chin helplessly.

Thank you for calling, repeated the girl, still standing.

That is telling me to go, I suppose? said, Fraser, looking at her frankly. I wish I knew how to talk to you. When I think of you being here all alone, without friends and without employment, it seems wrong for me to go and leave you here.

Miss Tyrell gave a faint gasp and glanced anxiously at the door. Fraser hesitated a moment, and then rose to his feet.

If I hear anything more, may I come and tell you? he asked.

Yes, said Poppy, or write; perhaps it would be better to write; I might not be at home. Goodbye.

The mate shook hands, and, blundering down the stairs, shouted good-night to a segment of the Wheeler family visible through the half-open door, and passed out into the street. He walked for some time rapidly, gradually slowing down as he collected his thoughts.

Flowers a fool, he said, bitterly; and, as for me, I dont know what I am. Its so long since I told the truth I forget what its like, and Id sooner tell lies in a church than tell them to her.


CHAPTER X.

He looked expectantly on the cabin table for a letter upon his return to the ship, but was disappointed, and the only letter yielded by the post next morning came from Captain Barber. It was couched in terms of great resignation, and after bemoaning the unfortunate skippers untimely demise in language of great strength, wound up with a little Scripture and asked the mate to act as master and sail the schooner home.

Youll act as mate, Ben, to take her back, said the new skipper, thrusting the letter in his pocket.

Aye, aye, sir, said Ben, with a side glance at Joe, but Ill keep forard, if you dont mind.

As you please, said Fraser, staring.

And youre master, I spose? said Joe, turning to Fraser.

Fraser, whose manner had already effected the little change rendered necessary by his promotion from mate to master, nodded curtly, and the crew, after another exchange of looks, resumed their work without a word. Their behaviour all day was docile, not to say lamb-like, and it was not until evening that the new skipper found it necessary to enforce his authority.

The exciting cause of the unpleasantness was Mr. William Green, a slim, furtive-eyed young man, whom Fraser took on in the afternoon to fill the vacancy caused by Bens promotion. He had not been on board half an hour before trouble arose from his attempt to introduce the manners of the drawing-room into the forecastle.

Mr. Will-yum Green, repeated Joe, when the new arrival had introduced himself; well, youll be Bill ere.

I dont see why, if I call you Mr. Smith, you shouldnt call me Mr. Green, said the other.

Call me wot? enquired Joe, sternly; you let me ear you callin me mister anythink, thats all; you let me ear you.

Im sure the cook ere dont mind me callin im Mr. Fisher, said the new seaman.

Certnly not, said the gratified cook; only my names Disher.

The newcomer apologised with an urbanity that rendered Joe and old Ben speechless. They gazed at each other in silent consternation, and then Ben rose.

We dont want no misters ere, he said, curtly, an wots more, we wont ave em. That chaps names Bob, but we calls im Slushy. If its good enough for us, its good enough for a ordinary seaman wots got an A. B. discharge by mistake. Let me ear you call im Slushy. Go on now.

Ive no call to address im at all just now, said Mr. Green, loftily.

You call im Slushy, roared Joe, advancing upon him; call im Slushy till I tell you to stop.

Slushy, said Mr. Green, sullenly, and avoiding the pained gaze of the cook; Slushy, Slushy, Slushy, Slushy, Sl  

Thatll do, said the cook, rising, with a scowl. You dont want to make a song abart it.

Joe, content with his victory, resumed his seat on the locker and exchanged a reassuring glance with Ben; Mr. Green, with a deprecatory glance at the cook, sat down and offered him a pipe of tobacco.

Been to sea long? enquired the cook, accepting it

Not long, said the other, speaking very distinctly.

I was brought up for something quite different. Im just doing this till something better turns up. I find it very difficult to be a gentleman at sea.

The cook, with an eye on Joe, ventured on a gentle murmur of sympathy, and said that he had experienced the same thing.

I ad money, continued Mr. Green, musingly, and I run through it; then I ad more money, and I run through that.

Ben, said Joe, suddenly, pass me over that boot o yours.

Wha for? enquired Ben, who had just taken it off.

To chuck at that swab there, said the indignant seaman.

Ben passed it over without a word, and his irritated friend, taking careful aim, launched it at Mr. Green and caught him on the side of the head with it. Pain standing the latter in lieu of courage, he snatched it up and returned it, and the next moment the whole forecastle was punching somebody elses head, while Tim, in a state of fearful joy, peered down on it from his bunk.

Victory, rendered cheap and easy by reason of the purblindness of the frantic cook, who was trying to persuade Mr. Green to raise his face from the floor so that he could punch it for him, remained with Joe and Ben, who, in reply to the angry shouts of the skipper from above, pointed silently to the combatants. Explanations, all different and all ready to be sworn to if desired, ensued, and Fraser, after curtly reminding Ben of his new position and requesting him to keep order, walked away.

A silence broken only by the general compliments of the much gratified Tim, followed his departure, although another outbreak nearly occurred owing to the cook supplying raw meat for Mr. Greens eye and refusing it for Joes. It was the lack of consideration and feeling that affected Joe, not for the want of the beef, that little difficulty being easily surmounted by taking Mr. Greens. The tumult was just beginning again, when it was arrested by the sound of angry voices above. Tim, followed by Joe, sprang up the ladder, and the couple with their heads at the opening listened with appreciative enjoyment to a wordy duel between Mrs. Tipping and daughter and the watchman.

Call me a liar, then, said old George, in bereaved accents.

I have, said Mrs. Tipping.

Only youre so used to it you dont notice it, remarked her daughter, scathingly.

I tell you hes drownded, said the watchman, raising his voice; if you dont believe me, go and ask Mr. Fraser. Hes skipper in his place now.

He waved his hand in the direction of Fraser, who, having heard the noise, was coming on deck to see the cause of it. Mrs. Tipping, compressing her lips, got on board, followed by her daughter, and marching up to him eyed him severely.

I wonder you can look us in the face after the trick you served us the other night, she said, fiercely.

You brought it on yourselves, said Fraser, calmly. You wouldnt go away, you know. You cant always be coming here worrying.

We shall come whenever we choose, said Mrs. Tipping. In the first place, we want to see Mr. Robinson; anyway we intend to see Captain Flower, so you can save that fat old man the trouble of telling us lies about him.

Captain Flower fell overboard night before last, if thats what you mean, said Fraser, gravely.

I never saw such a man in all my life, exclaimed Mrs. Tipping, wrathfully. Youre a perfect  whats the mans name in the Scriptures? she asked, turning to her daughter.

Miss Tipping, shaking her head despondently, requested her parent not to worry her.

Well, it doesnt signify. I shall wait here till he comes, said Mrs. Tipping.

What, Ananias? cried Fraser, forgetting himself.

Mrs. Tipping, scorning to reply, stood for some time gazing thoughtfully about her. Then, in compliance with her whispered instructions, her daughter crossed to the side and, brushing aside the outstretched hand of the watchman, reached the jetty and walked into the office. Two of the clerks were still working there, and she came back hastily to her mother with the story of the captains death unmistakably confirmed.

Mrs. Tipping, loath to accept defeat, stood for some time in consideration. What had Captain Flower to do with Mr. Robinson? she asked at length, turning to Fraser.

Cant say, was the reply.

Have you ever seen Mr. Robinson? enquired the girl.

I saw him one night, said the other, after some deliberation. Rather good-looking man, bright blue eyes, good teeth, and a jolly laugh.

Are you likely to see him again? enquired Miss Tipping, nodding in confirmation of these details.

Not now poor Flowers gone, replied Fraser. I fancy we shipped some cases of rifles for him one night. The night you first came. I dont know what it all was about, but he struck me as being rather a secretive sort of man.

He was that, sighed Miss Tipping, shaking her head.

I heard him say that night, said the mate, forgetful of his recent longings after truth, that he was off abroad. He said that something was spoiling his life, I remember, but that duty came first.

There, do you hear that, mother? said Miss Tipping.

Yes, I hear, said the other, with an aggressive sniff, as she moved slowly to the side. But Im not satisfied that the captain is dead. Theyd tell us anything. Youve not seen the last of me, young man, I can tell you.

I hope not, said Fraser, cordially. Any time the ships up in London and you care to come down, I shall be pleased to see you.

Mrs. Tipping, heated with the climb, received this courtesy with coldness, and having enquired concerning the fate of Captain Flower of six different people, and verified their accounts from the landlord of the public-house at the corner, to whom she introduced herself with much aplomb as being in the profession, went home with her daughter, in whom depression, in its most chronic form, had settled in the form of unfilial disrespect.

Two hours later the Foam got under way, and, after some heated language owing to the watchman mistaking Mr. Greens urbanity for sarcasm, sailed slowly down the river. The hands were unusually quiet, but their behaviour passed unnoticed by the new skipper, who was too perturbed by the falsehoods he had told and those he was about to tell to take much heed of anything that was passing.

I thought you said you preferred to keep for-ard? he said to Ben, as that worthy disturbed his meditations next morning by bustling into the cabin and taking his seat at the breakfast table.

Ive changed my mind; the men dont know their place, said the mate, shortly.

Fraser raised his eyebrows.

Forget who I am, said Ben, gruffly. I was never one to take much count of such things, but when it comes to being patted on the back by an A. B., its time to remind em.

Did they do that? said Fraser, in a voice of horror.

Joe did, said Ben. E wont do it agin, I dont think. I didnt say anything, but I think e knows my feelings.

Theres your berth, said Fraser, indicating it with a nod.

Ben grunted in reply, and being disinclined for conversation, busied himself with the meal, and as soon as he had finished went up on deck.

Wot yer been down there for, Bennie? asked Joe, severely, as he appeared; your teas all cold.

Ive ad my breakfast with the skipper, said Ben, shortly.

You was always fond of your stummick, Bennie, said Joe, shaking his head, sorrowfully. I dont think much of a man wot leaves his old mates for a bit o bacon.

The new mate turned away from him haughtily, Tim, he said, sharply.

Yes, Ben, said the youth. Why, wots the matter? Wot are you looking like that for? Aint you well? Wot did you call me? demanded the new mate.

I didnt call you anything, said the startled Tim.

Let me ear you call me Ben agin and youll hear of it, said the other, sharply. Go and clean the brasswork.

The youth strolled off, gasping, with an envious glance at the cook, who, standing just inside the galley, cheerfully flaunted a saucepan he was cleaning, as though defying the mate to find him any work to do.

Bill, said the mate.

Sir, said the polite seaman.

Help Joe scrub paintwork, was the reply.

Me! broke in the indignant Joe.

Scrub  Look ere, Ben.

Pore old Joe, said the cook, who had not forgiven him for the previous nights affair. Pore old Joe.

Dont stand gaping about, commanded the new mate. Liven up there.

It dont want cleaning. I wont do it, said Joe, fiercely.

Ive give my orders, said the new mate, severely; if they aint attended to, or if I ear any more about not doing em, youll hear of it. The idea o telling me you wont do it. The idea o setting such an example to the young uns. The idea  Wot are you making that face for?

Ive got the earache, retorted Joe, with bitter sarcasm.

I thought you would ave, Joe, said the vengeful cook, retiring behind a huge frying-pan, when I eard you singing this morning.

Fraser, coming on deck, was just in time to see a really creditable imitation of a famous sculpture as represented by Joe, Tim, and Ben, but his criticism was so sharp and destructive that the group at once broke and never re-formed. Indeed, with a common foe in the person of Ben, the crew adjusted their own differences, and by the time Seabridge was in sight were united by all the fearful obligations of a secret society of which Joe was the perpetual president.

Captain Barber, with as much mourning as he could muster at such short notice, was waiting on the quay. His weather-beaten face was not quite so ruddy as usual, and Fraser, with a strong sense of shame, fancied, as the old man clambered aboard the schooner, that his movements were slower than of yore.

This is a dreadful business, Jack, he said, giving him a hearty grip, when at length he stood aboard the schooner.

Shocking, said Fraser, reddening.

Ive spoken to have the coast-guards look out for him, said the old man. He may come ashore, and I know hed be pleased to be put in the churchyard decent.

Im sure he would, said Fraser. I suppose theres no chance of his having been picked up. I slung a life-belt overboard.

Captain Barber shook his head. Its a mysterious thing, he said slowly; a man whod been at sea all his life to go and tumble overboard in calm weather like that.

Theres a lot thats mysterious about it, sir, said Joe, who had drawn near, followed by the others. I can say that, because I was on deck only a few minutes before it happened.

Pity you didnt stay up, said Captain Barber, ruefully.

So I thought, sir, said Joe, but the mate saw me on deck and made me go below. Two minutes afterwards I heard a splash, and the skipper was overboard.

There was a meaning in his words that there was no mistaking. The old man, looking round at the faces, saw that the mates was very pale.

What did he make you go below for? he asked, turning to Joe.

Better ask him, sir, replied the seaman. I wanted to stay up on deck, but I ad to obey orders. If I ad stayed on deck, he wouldnt have been capn.

Captain Barber turned and regarded the mate fixedly; the mate, after a vain attempt to meet his gaze, lowered his eyes to the deck.

What do you say to all this? enquired Barber, slowly.

Nothing, replied the mate. I did send Joe below and the skipper fell overboard a minute or two afterwards. Its quite true.

Fell? enquired Captain Barber.

Fell, repeated the other, and looked him squarely in the eyes.

For some time Captain Barber said nothing, and the men, finding the silence irksome, shuffled uneasily.

Fred saved your life once, said Barber, at length.

He did, replied Fraser.

The old man turned and paced slowly up and down the deck.

He was my sisters boy, he said, halting in front of the mate, but he was more like my son. His father and mother were drownded too, but they went down fair and square in a gale. He stuck by his ship, and she stuck by him, God bless her.

Fraser nodded.

Im obliged to you for bringing my ship from London, said Barber, slowly. I shant want you to take er back. I shant want you to stay in er at all. I dont want to see you again.

Thats as you please, said Fraser, trying to speak unconcernedly. Its your ship, and its for you to do as you like about her. Ill put my things together now.

You dont ask for no reason? asked Barber, eyeing him wistfully.

The other shook his head. No, he said, simply, and went below.

He came up some little time later with his belongings in a couple of chests, and, the men offering no assistance, put them ashore himself, and hailing a man who was sitting in a cart on the quay, arranged with him to convey them to the station.

Is e to be let go like this? said Joe, hotly.

Will you stop me? demanded Fraser, choking with rage, as he stepped aboard again.

Joe, said Ben, sharply.

The seaman glared at him offensively.

Go forard, said the new mate, peremptorily, go forard, and dont make yourself so busy.

The seaman, helpless with rage, looked to Captain Barber for guidance, and, the old man endorsing the new mates order, went forward, indulging in a soliloquy in which Ben as a proper noun was mixed up in the company of many improper adjectives.

Fraser, clambering into the cart, looked back at the Foam. The old man was standing with his hands clasped behind his back looking down on the deck, while the hands stood clumsily by. With an idea that the position had suddenly become intolerable he sat silent until they reached the station, and being for the first time for many months in the possession of a holiday, resolved for various reasons to pay a dutiful visit to his father at Bittlesea.


CHAPTER XI.

Captain Barber walked to his house in thoughtful mood, and sighed as he thought of the uncertainty of life and the futility of earthly wishes. The blinds at his windows were all decently drawn, while the Union Jack drooped at half-mast in the front garden. He paused at the gate, with a strong distaste for encountering the subdued gloom and the wealth of womanly love which awaited him indoors, and bethinking himself of the masterless state of his craft, walked slowly back and entered the Thorn Inn.

No news, I suppose, Captain Barber? said the landlady, regarding him with great sympathy.

The captain shook his head, and exchanging greetings with a couple of neighbours, ordered something to drink.

Its wonderful how you bear up, Im sure, said the landlady. When my poor dear died I cried every day for five weeks. I came down to skin and bone almost.

Well, if I was you said the old man, irritably, and regarding the ladys ample proportions with an unfavourable eye.

What? enquired the other, pausing with her fingers on the whisky-tap.

If I was you, repeated Captain Barber, slowly, in order to give time for full measure, I should go an cry for five months all day and all night.

The landlady put the glass in front of him sharply, and after giving him his change without looking at him, thoughtfully wiped down the counter.

Mrs. Church quite well? she enquired, with studied artlessness.

Quite well, replied the captain, scenting danger.

The landlady, smiling amiably, subsided into a comfortable Windsor-chair, and shook her head at him so severely that, against his better sense, he felt compelled to demand an explanation.

There, there, replied the landlady, get along with you, do! Innocence!

Its no good, Capn Barber, said one of the customers, with the best intentions in the world.

It struck me all of a heap, said the landlady.

So it did me, said the other man.

My missus knew it all along, said the first man; she said she knew it by the way they looked at one another.

Might I ask who youre talking of? demanded the incensed Barber, who had given up the effort to appear unconscious as being beyond his powers.

A young engaged couple, said the landlady.

The captain hesitated. What have you been shaking your head at me and telling me its no good for, then? he demanded.

At your pretending not to have heard of it, said the landlady.

I have not eard of it, said Captain Barber, fiercely, as he took up his glass and walked towards the parlour. Ive got something better to do than talk about my neighbours affairs.

Yes, of course you have, said the landlady. We know that.

The indignant Barber closed the door behind him with a bang, and, excited with the controversy, returned with a short and suspicious nod the greeting of a small man of shrunken and forlorn aspect who was sitting at the other side of the room.

Mornin, Capn Nibletts, he growled.

Mornin, sir, said Nibletts; hows things?

Captain Barber shook his head. Bad as bad can be, he replied, slowly; theres no hope at all. Im looking for a new master for my vessel.

Nibletts looked up at him eagerly, and then looked away again. His last command had hoisted the green flag at the mouth of the river in a position which claimed attention, respect, and profanity from every craft which passed, its master having been only saved from the traditional death of the devoted shipmaster by the unpardonable conduct of the mate, who tore him from his craft by the scruff of his neck and the seat of his trousers.

What about Harris? he suggested.

I dont like Harriss ways, said Barber, slowly.

Well, what about Fletcher? said Nibletts.

Fletchers ways are worse than wot Harriss ways are, commented Captain Barber.

I can understand you being careful, said Captain Nibletts; shes the prettiest little craft that ever sailed out of Seabridge. You cant be too careful..

If things ad been different, said the gratified owner, rolling his whisky round his mouth and swallowing it gently, Id have liked you to have ad her.

Thankee, said Nibletts, quietly.

There was a pause, during which both men eyed the noble specimens of fish which are preserved for tavern parlours. Captain Barber took another sip of whisky.

Im going to use my own judgment, Nibletts, he said slowly. Ive always rose superior to the opinions of other people. Theres nobody you know would give you a ship. Im going to give you the Foam!

Captain Nibletts, rising from his seat, crossed over, and taking his hand, thanked him in broken accents for this overpowering expression of confidence in him. Then he walked back, and taking his whisky from the table, threw it on the floor.

Ive had enough of that, he said briefly. When am I to take her over, Capn Barber?

So soon as ever you please, said his benefactor. Old Benll stay on as mate; Frasers gone.

Captain Nibletts thanked him again, and, clapping on his hard hat, passed hastily into the bar, his small visage twisted into a smile, to which it had long been a stranger. With the customers in the bar he exchanged remarks of so frivolous a nature in passing that the landlady nearly dropped the glass she was wiping, and then, crimson with indignation, as the door swung behind him, realised that the melancholy and usually respectful Nibletts had thought fit to publicly address her as Gertie.

In the same high spirits the new master swung hastily down the road to his new command. Work had already commenced, and the energetic Ben, having been pushed over once by a set of goods in the slings owing to the frantic attempts of the men at the hand-crane to keep pace with his demands, was shouting instructions from a safe distance. He looked round as Nibletts stepped aboard, and, with a wary eye on the crane, bustled towards him.

Wot can we do for you, Capn Nibletts? he enquired, with a patronising air.

Im to be master, replied the other, quietly.

You? said Ben, with offensive astonishment, as he saw the death of his own ambitious hopes in that quarter. You to be master?

Nibletts nodded and coloured. Capn Barber just gave me the berth, he remarked.

Ben sighed and shook his head. Hell never be the same man agin, he affirmed, positively; e went away: from ere dazed, quite dazed. Ow was e when you saw im?

He was all right, was the reply.

Ben shook his head as one who knew better. I ope he wont get no more shocks, he observed, gravely. Itll be nice for you to get to sea agin, Capn.

Captain Nibletts raised his weather-beaten countenance and sniffed the air with relish.

Youll be able to see the Diadem as we go by, continued the sorely-aggravated Ben. Theres just her masts showing at igh water.

A faint laugh rose from somebody in the hold, and Nibletts, his face a dull red, stole quietly below and took possession of his new quarters. In the course of the day he transferred his belongings to the schooner, and, as though half fearful that his new command might yet slip through his fingers, slept on board.

On the way back to London a sum in simple proportion, set by Joe, helped to exercise the minds of the crew in the rare intervals which the new mate allowed them for relaxation: If Ben was bad on the fust vyge, and much wuss on the second, wot ud he be like on the tenth? All agreed that the answer would require a lot of working. They tarred the rigging, stropped the blocks, and in monkey-like attitudes scraped the masts. Even the cook received a little instruction in his art, and estranged the affections of all hands by a three-decker, made under Bens personal supervision.

The secret society discussed the matter for some time in vain. The difficulty was not so much in inventing modes of retaliation as in finding some bold spirit to carry them out. In vain did the president allot tasks to his admiring followers, preceded by excellent reasons why he should not perform them himself. The only one who showed any spirit at all was Tim, and he, being ordered to spill a little tar carelessly from aloft, paid so much attention to the adverb that Joe half killed him when he came down again.

Then Mr. William Green, having learnt that the mate was unable to read, did wonders with a piece of chalk and the frying pan, which he hung barometer fashion outside the galley when the skipper was below, the laughter of the delighted crew bearing witness to the success of his efforts, laughter which became almost uncontrollable as the mate, with as stately an air as he could assume, strode towards the galley and brought up in front of the frying-pan.

Wots all that, cook? he demanded, pointing to the writing.

Wot, sir? asked the innocent.

On the frying-pan, replied Ben, scowling.

Thats chalk-marks, explained the cook, to clean it with.

It looks to me like writing, snapped the mate.

Lor, no, sir, said the cook, with a superior smile.

I say it does, said Ben, stamping.

Well, o course you know best, sir, said the cook, humbly. I aint nothing of a scholard myself. If its writing, wot does it say, please?

I dont say it is writing, growled the old man. I say it looks like it.

I can assure you youre mistook, sir, said the cook, blandly; you see, I clean the sorsepans the same way. I only eard of it lately. Look ere.

He placed the articles in question upside down in a row on the deck, and Tim, reading the legends inscribed thereon, and glancing from them to the mate, was hastily led below in an overwrought condition by the flattered Mr. Green.

Cook, said the mate, ferociously.

Sir, said the other.

I wont ave the sorsepans cleaned that way.

No, sir, said the cook, respectfully, it does make em larf, dont it, sir, though I cant see wot theyre larfing at any more than wot you can.

The mate walked off fuming, and to his other duties added that of inspector of pots and pans, a condition of things highly offensive to the cook, inasmuch as certain culinary arrangements of his, only remotely connected with cleanliness, came in for much unskilled comment.

The overworked crew went ashore at the earliest possible moment after their arrival in London, in search of recuperative draughts. Ben watched them a trifle wistfully as they moved off, and when Nibletts soon after followed their example without inviting him to join him in a social glass of superior quality, smiled mournfully as he thought of the disadvantages of rank.

He sat for some time smoking in silence, monarch of all he surveyed, and then, gazing abstractedly at the silent craft around him, fell into a pleasant dream, in which he saw himself in his rightful position as master of the Foam, and Nibletts, cashiered for drunkenness, coming to him for employment before the mast. His meditations were disturbed by a small piece of coal breaking on the deck, at which he looked lazily, until, finding it followed by two other pieces, he reluctantly came to the conclusion that they were intended for him. A fourth piece, better aimed, put the matter beyond all reasonable doubt, and, looking up sharply, he caught the watchman in the act of launching the fifth.

Hullo, old un, said George, cheerfully, I thought you was asleep.

You thought wrong, then, said the mate, sourly; dont you do that agin.

Why, did I urt you? said the other, surprised at his tone.

Next time you want to chuck coal at anybody, continued Ben, with dignity, pick out one o the ands; mates dont like aving coal chucked at em by watchmen.

Look who we are, gasped the petrified George. Look who we are, he repeated, helplessly. Look who we are.

Keep your place, watchman, said the mate, severely; keep your place, and Ill keep mine.

The watchman regarded him for some time in genuine astonishment, and then, taking his old seat on the post, thrust his hands in his pockets, and gave utterance to this shocking heresy, Mates aint nothing.

You mind your business, watchman, said the nettled Ben, and Ill mind mine.

You dont know it, retorted the other, breathing heavily; be  sides, you dont look like a mate. I wouldnt chuck coal at a real mate.

He said no more, but sat gazing idly up and down the river with a face from which all expression had been banished, except when at intervals his gaze rested upon the mate, when it lit up with an expression of wonder and joy which made the muscles ache with the exercise.

He was interrupted in this amusement by the sound of footsteps and feminine voices behind him; the indefatigable Tippings were paying another of their informal visits, and, calmly ignoring his presence, came to the edge of the jetty and discussed ways and means of boarding the schooner.

Mr. Frasers gone, said the watchman, politely and loudly, theres a new skipper now, and that tall, fine, andsome, smart, good-looking young feller down there is the new mate.

The new mate, looking up fiercely, acknowledged the introduction with an inhospitable stare, a look which gave way to one of anxiety as Mrs. Tipping, stepping into the rigging, suddenly lost her nerve, and, gripping it tightly, shook it in much the same fashion as a stout bluebottle shakes the web of a spider.

Hold tight, mar, cried her daughter, excitedly.

The watchman stepped into the rigging beside her, and patted her soothingly on the back; the mate, coming to the side, took her foot and assisted her to reach the deck. Miss Tipping followed, and the elder lady, after recovering from the shock caused by her late peril, fell to discussing the eternal subject of Mr. Robinson with the new mate.

No, I never see im, said Ben, thoughtfully; I never heard of him till you come asking arter im.

You must make up your mind hes gone, said Mrs. Tipping, turning to her daughter, thats what I keep telling you. I never was so tired of anything in my life as tramping down here night after night. It aint respectable.

You neednt come, said the other, dutifully. He was last heard of on this ship, and where else am I to look for him? You said youd like to find him yourself.

I should, said Mrs. Tipping, grimly; I should. Me an him are to have a little talk, if ever we do meet.

If he ever comes aboard this ship, said the mate, firmly, Ill tackle him for you.

Find out where he lives, said Mrs. Tipping, eagerly.

And let us know, added her daughter, giving him a card; thats our address, and any time youre up our way we shall be very pleased to see you, Mr.  

Brown, said the mate, charmed with their manners. Mr. Brown.

Ben, cried a voice from the wharf.

The new mate gazed austerely at the small office-boy above.

Letter for the mate, said the youth, who was unversed in recent history; catch.

He pitched it to the deck and walked off whistling. There was only one mate in Bens world, and he picked the letter up and put it in his pocket.

Dont mind us, if you want to read it, said Mrs. Tipping, kindly.

Only business, I expect, said Ben, grandly.

He took it from his pocket, and, tearing the envelope, threw it aside and made a feint of reading the contents.

Not bad news, I hope? said Mrs. Tipping, noticing his wrinkled brow.

I cant read without my glasses, said the mate, with a measure of truth in the statement. He looked at Mrs. Tipping, and saw a chance of avoiding humiliation.

Praps youd just look at it and see if its important, he suggested.

Mrs. Tipping took the letter from him, and, after remarking on the strangeness of the handwriting, read aloud:  

Dear Jack:  If you want to see Mr. Norton, come to 10, John Street, Walworth, and be careful nobody sees you.

Jack, said the mate, stooping for the envelope.

Why it must be meant for Mr.  for Jack Fraser.

Careful nobody sees you, murmured Miss Tipping, excitedly, as she took the envelope from the mate; why, the address is printed by hand.

Mother and daughter looked at each other. It was evident that their thoughts were similar, and that one could have known them without the expenditure of the proverbial penny.

Ill give it to him when I see him, remarked Ben, thrusting the letter in his pocket. It dont seem to be important. He aint in London, at present, I dont think.

I shouldnt think it was important at all, said Mrs. Tipping, soothingly.

Not at all, echoed her daughter, whose cheek was burning with excitement. Good-night, Mr. Brown.

Ben bade them good-night, and in his capacity of host walked up the wharf with them and saw them depart.

Nice little thing, aint she? said the watchman who was standing there, after Mrs. Tipping had bidden the mate good-bye; be careful wot youre a-doin of, Ben. Dont go and spile yourself by a early marriage, just as youre a-beginning to get on in life. Besides, a mate might do better than that, and shed only marry you for your persition.


CHAPTER XII.

In happy ignorance of the changes caused by his sudden and tragic end, Captain Flower sat at the open window of his shabby Walworth lodging, smoking an after-breakfast pipe, and gazing idly into the dismal, littered yard beneath. Time  owing to his injured foot, which, neatly bandaged at a local dispensary, rested upon a second chair  hung rather heavily upon his hands as he sat thinking of ways and means of spending the next six months profitably and pleasantly. He had looked at the oleographs on the walls until he was tired, and even the marvels of the wax fruit under a cracked glass shade began to pall upon him.

Ill go and stay in the country a bit, he muttered; I shall choke here.

He took a slice of bread from the tray, and breaking it into small pieces, began to give breakfast to three hens which passed a precarious existence in the yard below.

They get quite to know you now, said the small but shrewd daughter of the house, who had come in to clear the breakfast things away. Howd you like your egg?

Very good, said Flower.

It was new laid, said the small girl.

She came up to the window and critically inspected the birds. She laid it, she said, indicating one of the three.

Shes not much to look at, said Flower, regarding the weirdest-looking of the three with some interest.

Shes a wonderful layer, said Miss Chiffers, and as sharp as you make em. When shes in the dust-bin the others ave to stay outside. They can go in when shes ad all she wants.

I dont think Ill have any more eggs, said Flower, casually. Im eating too much. Baconll do by itself.

Please yourself, said Miss Chiffers, turning from the window. Hows your foot?

Better, said Flower.

Its swelled more than it was yesterday, she said, with ill-concealed satisfaction.

It feels better, said the captain.

Thats cos its goin dead, said the damsel; then itll go black all up your leg, and then youll ave to ave it orf.

Flower grinned comfortably.

You may larf, said the small girl, severely; but you wont larf when you lose it, an all becos you wont poultice it with tea leaves.

She collected the things together on a tea tray of enormous size, and holding it tightly pressed to her small waist, watched with anxious eyes as the heavy articles slowly tobogganed to the other end. A knife fell outside the door, and the loaf, after a moments hesitation which nearly upset the tray, jumped over the edge and bounded downstairs.

Flower knocked the ashes out of his pipe, and slowly refilling it, began to peruse the morning paper, looking in vain, as he had looked each morning, for an account of his death.

His reading was interrupted by a loud knock at the street door, and he threw down the paper to be ready to receive the faithful Fraser. He heard the door open, and then the violent rushing upstairs of Miss Chiffers to announce his visitor.

Somebody to see you, Mr. Norton, she panted, bursting into the room.

Well, show him up, said Flower.

All of em? demanded Miss Chiffers.

Is there more than one? enquired Flower in a startled voice.

Three, said Miss Chiffers, nodding; two gentlemen and a lady.

Did they say what their names were? enquired the other, turning very pale.

Miss Chiffers shook her head, and then stooped to pick up a hairpin. One of ems called Dick, she said, replacing the pin.

Tell them Im not at home, said Flower, hastily, but that I shall be back at twelve oclock, See?

He produced a shilling, and the small girl, with an appreciative nod, left the room, and closed the door behind her. Flower, suffering severely from nervous excitement, heard a discussion in the passage below, and then sounds of a great multitude coming upstairs and opening various doors on its way, in spite of the indignant opposition afforded by the daughter of the house.

Whats in here? enquired a well-known voice, as a hand was placed on his door handle.

Nothing, said Miss Chiffers; ere, you go away, thats my bedroom. Go away, dyou ear?

There was the sound of a diminutive scuffle outside, then the door opened and a smartly-dressed young man, regardless of the fair form of Miss Chiffers, which was coiled round his leg, entered the room.

Why, Dick, said the skipper, rising, Dick! Thank goodness its you.

Ive no doubt youre delighted, said Mr. Tipping, coldly. What are you doing with that knife?

I thought it was somebody else, said Flower, putting it down. I thought it was another attempt on my life.

Mr. Tipping coughed behind his hand and murmured something inaudibly as his sister entered the room, followed by the third member of the party.

Oh, Fred! she said, wildly, I wonder you can look me in the face. Where have you been all this time? Where have you been?

Give the man time to think, said her brother, exchanging a glance with the other man.

Ive been everywhere, said Flower, facing them defiantly. Ive been hunted all over the country.

But where did you go when you left me that day? enquired Miss Tipping.

Its a long story, said Flower, slowly. But you got the letter I wrote you?

Miss Tipping shook her head.

You didnt get it? said Flower, in surprise. I cant think what you must have thought of me.

Ill tell you what I thought of you, if youd like to know, interrupted Mr. Tipping, eagerly.

I wrote to you to explain, said Flower, glibly I went abroad suddenly, called away at a moments notice.

Special trains and all that sort o thing, I spose, said Mr. Tipping, with interest.

Dick, said Miss Tipping, fiercely.

Well, said Dick, gruffly.

Hold your tongue.

Ive not had any real sleep since, said Flower, pathetically, what with the danger and thinking of you.

Why didnt you write again? enquired Miss Tipping.

I asked you to write to a certain address in that letter I sent you, said Flower, and when I came back to England and found there was no letter, I concluded that you couldnt forgive me.

Miss Tipping looked at him reproachfully, but Mr. Tipping, raising his eyes, gasped for air.

But who are these enemies? asked Miss Tipping, tenderly drawing closer to Flower.

A man in the Government service   began the captain.

He broke off disdainfully until such time as Mr. Tipping should have conquered a somewhat refractory cough.

In the secret service, continued Flower, firmly, has got enemies all round him.

Youll have to get something else to do when we are married, Fred, said Miss Tipping, tearfully.

Youve forgiven me, then? said Flower, hoping that he had concealed a nervous start.

Id forgive you anything, Fred, said Miss Tipping, tenderly; youll have to give up this job at once.

Captain Flower shook his head and smiled mournfully, thereby intimating that his services were of too valuable a nature for any Government to lightly dispense with.

May I come round and see you to-morrow? he enquired, putting his arm about the ladys waist.

Come round to-morrow? repeated Miss Tipping, in surprise; why, you dont think Im going to leave you here surrounded by dangers? Youre coming home with us now.

No, to-morrow, said the unhappy mariner, in a winning voice.

You dont go out of my sight again, said Miss Tipping, firmly. Dick, you and Fred shake hands.

The two gentlemen complied. Both were somewhat proud of their grip, and a bystander might have mistaken their amiable efforts to crush each others fingers for the outward and visible signs of true affection.

Youd better settle up here now, Fred, said Miss Tipping.

Flower, putting the best face he could upon it, assented with a tender smile, and, following them downstairs, held a long argument with Mrs. Chiffers as to the amount due, that lady having ideas upon the subject which did more credit to her imagination than her arithmetic.

The bill was settled at last, and the little party standing on the steps waited for the return of Miss Chiffers, who had been dispatched for a four-wheeler.

Oh, what about your luggage, Fred? enquired Miss Tipping, suddenly.

Havent got any, said Flower, quickly. I managed to get away with what I stand up in, and glad to do that.

Miss Tipping squeezed his arm and leaned heavily upon his shoulder.

I was very lucky to get off as I did, continued the veracious mariner. I wasnt touched except for a rap over my foot with the butt-end of a revolver. I was just over the wall in time.

Poor fellow, said Miss Tipping, softly, as she shivered and looked up into his face. What are you grinning at, Dick?

I spose a fellow may grin if he likes, said Mr. Tipping, suddenly becoming serious.

This is the first bit of happiness Ive had since I saw you last, murmured Flower.

Miss Tipping squeezed his arm again.

It seems almost too good to be true, he continued. Im almost afraid I shall wake up and find it all a dream.

Oh, youre wide-awake enough, said Mr. Tipping.

Wide-awake aint the word for it, said the other gentleman, shaking his head.

Uncle, said Miss Tipping, sharply.

Yes, my dear, said the other, uneasily.

Keep your remarks for those that like them, said his dutiful niece, or else get out and walk.

Mr. Porson, being thus heckled, subsided into defiant mutterings, intended for Dick Tippings ear alone, and the remainder of the drive to Chelsea passed almost in silence. Arrived at the Blue Posts, Flower got out with well-simulated alacrity, and going into the bar, shook hands heartily with Mrs. Tipping before she quite knew what he was doing.

Youve got him, then, she said, turning to her daughter, and now I hope youre satisfied. Dont stand in the bar; I cant say what I want to say here  come in the parlour and shut the door.

They followed the masterful lady obediently into the room indicated.

And now, Mr. Robinson, she said, with her hands on her hips, now for your explanation.

I have explained to Matilda, said Flower, waving his hand.

Thats quite right, mar, said Miss Tipping, nodding briskly.

Hes had a dreadful time, poor feller, said Dick Tipping, unctuously. Hes been hunted all over England by  who was it, Mister Robinson?

The parties Im working against, said Flower, repressing his choler by a strong effort.

The parties hes working against, repeated Mr. Tipping.

Somebody ought to talk to them parties, said Mr. Porson, speaking with much deliberation, that is, if they can find em.

They want looking after, thats what they want, said Dick Tipping, with a leer.

Its all very well for you to make fun of it, said Mrs. Tipping, raising her voice. I like plain, straightforward dealing folk myself. I dont under-stand nothing about your secret services and Governments and all that sort of thing. Mr. Robinson, have you come back prepared to marry my daughter? Because, if you aint, we want to know why not.

Of course I have, said Flower, hotly. Its the dearest wish of my life. I should have come before, only I thought when she didnt answer my letter that she had given me up.

Where ave you been, and whats it all about? demanded Mrs. Tipping.

At present, said Flower, with an appearance of great firmness, I cant tell you. I shall tell Matilda the day after were married  if shell still trust me and marry me  and you shall all know as soon as we think its safe.

You neednt say another word, mar, said Miss Tipping, warningly.

Im sure, said the elder lady, bridling. Perhaps your uncle would like to try and reason with you.

Mr. Porson smiled in a sickly fashion, and cleared his throat.

You see, my dear he began.

Your ties all shifted to one side, said his niece, sternly, and the studs out of your buttonhole. I wish youd be a little tidier when you come here, uncle; it looks bad for the house.

I came away in a hurry to oblige you, said Mr. Porson. I dont think this is a time to talk about button-holes.

I thought you were going to say something, retorted Miss Tipping, scathingly, and you might as well talk about that as anything else.

It aint right, said Mrs. Tipping, breaking in, that you should marry a man you dont know anything about; thats what I mean. Thats only reasonable, I think.

Its quite fair, said Flower, trying hard to speak reluctantly. Of course, if Matilda wishes, Im quite prepared to go away now. I dont wish her to tie herself up to a man who at present, at any rate, has to go about wrapped in a mystery.

All the same, said Mrs. Tipping, with a gleam in her eyes, Im not going to have anybody playing fast and loose with my daughter. Shes got your ring on her finger. Youre engaged to be married to her, and you mustnt break it off by running away or anything of that kind. If she likes to break it off, thats a different matter.

Im not going to break it off, said Miss Tipping, fiercely; Ive made all the arrangements in my own mind. We shall get married as soon as we can, and I shall put Dick in here as manager, and take a nice little inn down in the country somewhere.

Mark my words, said Mrs. Tipping, solemnly, youll lose him again.

If I lose him again, said Miss Tipping, dramatically, if hes spirited away by these people, or anything happens to him, Dick wont be manager here. Uncle Porson will have as much drink and as many cigars as he pays for, and Charlie will find another berth.

Nobody shall hurt a hair of his head, said Mr. Tipping, with inimitable pathos.

He must be protected against hisself, said Mr. Porson, spitefully; thats the ardest part. Hes a man what if e thinks its his dooty ll go away just as e did before.

Well if he gets away from Charlie, said Mr. Tipping, hell be cute. Theres one thing, Mr. Robinson: if you try to get away from those who love you and are looking after you, therell be a fight first, then therell be a police court fuss, and then we shall find out what the Government mean by it.

Captain Flower sat down in an easy posture as though he intended a long stay, and in a voice broken with emotion murmured something about home, and rest, and freedom from danger.

Thats just it, said Mrs. Tipping, here you are, and here youll stay. After youre married, itll be Matildas affair; and now lets have some tea.

First of all, mar, kiss Fred, said Miss Tipping, who had been eyeing her parent closely.

Mrs. Tipping hesitated, but the gallant captain, putting a good face on it, sprang up and, passing his arm about her substantial waist, saluted her, after which, as a sort of set-off, he kissed Miss Tipping.

I can only say, he said truthfully, that this kindness hurts me. The day Im married Ill tell you all.


CHAPTER XIII.

In happy ignorance that the late master of the Foam had secured a suite of rooms at the Blue Posts Hotel, the late mate returned to London by train with a view of getting into communication with him as soon as possible. The delay occasioned by his visit to Bittlesea was not regretted, Mr. Fraser senior having at considerable trouble and expense arranged for him to take over the Swallow at the end of the week.

Owing to this rise in his fortune he was in fairly good spirits, despite the slur upon his character, as he made his way down to the wharf. The hands had knocked off work for the day, and the crew of the schooner, having finished their tea, were sprawling in the bows smoking in such attitudes of unstudied grace as best suited the contours of their figures. Joe looked up as he approached, and removing his pipe murmured something inaudible to his comrades.

The mates down below, sir, said Mr. William Green in reply to Fraser. I shall be pleased to fetch him.

He walked aft and returned shortly, followed by Ben, who, standing stiffly before his predecessor, listened calmly to his eager enquiry about his letter.

No, theres been nothing for you, he said, slowly. He had dropped the letter overboard as the simplest way of avoiding unpleasantness. Was you expecting one?

Fraser, gazing blankly at him, made no reply, being indeed staggered by the thoroughness with which he imagined the wily Flower was playing his part.

Hes going to be lost his full six months, thats evident, he thought, in consternation. He must have seen the way I should be affected; it would serve him right to tell the whole thing right away to Captain Barber.

If anything does come Ill send it on to you, said Ben, who had been watching him closely.

Thanks, said Fraser, pondering, and walked away with his eyes on the ground. He called in at the office as he passed it; the staff had gone, but the letter-rack which stood on the dusty, littered mantel-piece was empty, and he went into the street again.

His programme for the evening thus suddenly arrested, he walked slowly up Tower Hill into the Minories, wondering what to do with himself. Something masquerading as a conscience told him severely that he ought to keep his promise to the errant Flower and go and visit Poppy; conscience without any masquerading at all told him he was a humbug, and disclaimed the responsibility. In the meantime, he walked slowly in the direction of Poplar, and having at length made up a mind which had been indulging in civil war all the way, turned up Liston Street and knocked at the Wheelers door.

A murmur of voices from the sitting-room stopped instantly. A double knock was a rare occurrence on that door, and was usually the prelude to the sudden disappearance of the fairer portion of the family, while a small boy was told off to answer it, under dire penalties if he officiated too soon.

This evening, however, the ladies had made their toilet, and the door was opened after a delay merely sufficient to enable them to try and guess the identity of the guest before the revelation. Poppy Tyrell opened it, and turned upon him eyes which showed the faintest trace of surprise.

Good evening, said Fraser, holding out his hand.

Good evening, said the girl.

Fine weather were having, said the embarrassed ex-mate, for June, he added, in justification of the remark.

Miss Tyrell assented gravely, and stood there waiting.

It is probable that two members at least of the family would have been gratified by the disappearance of the caller then and there, but that Mr. Wheeler, a man of great density and no tact whatever, came bustling out into the passage, and having shaken hands in a hearty fashion, told him to put his hat on a nail and come in.

No news of the capn, I suppose? he asked, solemnly, after Fraser was comfortably seated.

Not a word, was the reply.

The dock-foreman sighed and shook his head as he reflected on the instability of human affairs. Theres no certainty about anything, he said, slowly. Only yesterday I was walking down the Commercial Road, and I slipped orf the curb into the road before you could say Jack Robinson.

Nearly run over? queried Fraser.

Mr. Wheeler shook his head. No, he said, quietly.

Well, what of it? enquired his son.

It might just as well have been the edge of the dock as the curb; thats what I mean, said Mr. Wheeler, with a gravity befitting his narrow escape.

Im alwis telling you not to walk on the edge, father, said his wife, uneasily.

The dock-foreman smiled faintly. Dooty must be done, he said, in a firm voice. Im quite prepared, my lifes insured, and Im on the club, and some o the children are getting big now, thats a comfort.

A feeling of depression settled on all present, and Augustus Wheeler, aged eight, having gleaned from the conversation that his sire had received instructions, which he intended promptly to obey, to fall into the dock forthwith, suddenly opened his mouth and gave vent to his affection and despair in a howl so terrible that the ornaments on the mantelpiece shook with it.

Dont scold im, said the dock-foreman, tenderly, as Mrs. Wheelers thin, shrill voice entered into angry competition with the howl; never mind, Gussie, my boy, never mind.

This gentleness had no effect, Gussie continuing to roar with much ardour, but watching out of the corner of one tear-suffused eye the efforts of his eldest sister to find her pocket.

Hold your noise and Ill give you a hapenny, she said, tartly.

Gussie caught his breath with a sob, but kept steam up, having on some similar occasions been treated with more diplomacy than honesty. But to-day he got the half-penny, together with a penny from the visitor, and, having sold his concern in his father for three halfpence, gloated triumphantly in a corner over his envious peers.

Death, said Mr. Wheeler, slowly, after silence had been restored, is always sudden. The most sudden death I knew appened to a man whod been dying for seven years. Nobody seemed to be able to believe hed gone at last.

Its a good job he wasnt married, said Mrs. Wheeler, raising herself on her elbow; sailors ave no right to marry at all. If I thought that one o my gals was goin to marry a sailor, I dont know what I shouldnt do. Something steady on shore is the thing.

I dont know, said the tactless Mr. Wheeler. I think if I was a gal I should like to marry a sailor; theres something romantic about them. I often wish Id been a sailor.

Then you wouldnt ave ad me, said the lady from the sofa, grimly.

Mr. Wheeler sighed, but whether at the thought of what he might have lost or what he had gained, cannot be safely determined. Still in a morbid mood, he relapsed into silence, leaving Fraser to glance anxiously to where Poppy, pale and pretty, sat listening to the clumsy overtures of Mr. Bob Wheeler.

I might ave ad two or three sailors if Id liked, continued Mrs. Wheeler, musingly, but I wouldnt.

Fraser murmured his admiration at her firmness.

There was Tom Rogers, e was the first, said Mrs. Wheeler; you remember im, father?

Chap with bow legs and a squint, wasnt he? said the dock-foreman, anxious to please.

I never saw im squint, said his wife, sharply. Then there was Robert Moore  he was number two, I think.

Ad a wife aready, said Mr. Wheeler, turning to the visitor; e was a bright lot, e was.

I dont know what they saw in me, Im sure, said Mrs. Wheeler, with a little modest laugh; it wasnt my good looks, Im sure.

You ad something better than good looks, my dear, said the dock-foreman, affectionately, something whats wore better.

Mrs. Wheeler turned on the sofa, and detecting Gussie in the act of using his mouth as a moneybox, upbraided him shrilly and sent him into a corner. She then brought sundry charges of omission and commission against the other children, until the air was thick with denials and explanations, in the midst of which Fraser turned towards Poppy.

I want to have a few minutes talk with you, Miss Tyrell, he said, nervously.

The girl looked up at him. Yes, she said, gravely.

I mean alone, continued the other, marvelling at his hardihood; its private.

He lowered his voice from a shout to its normal tone as Emma Wheeler in self-defence opened the door and drove the small fry out.

Ive not got my rooms now, said the girl, quietly.

Well, my dear began the dock-foreman.

Dont interfere, father, said Mrs. Wheeler somewhat sharply. Im sure Mr. Fraser neednt mind saying anything before us. Its nothing hes ashamed of, Im sure.

Certainly not, said Fraser, sternly, but its quite private for all that. Will you put your hat on and come out a little way, Miss Tyrell?

That Im sure she wont, said the energetic Mrs. Wheeler. Shes that particular she wont even go out with Bob, and theyre like brother and sister almost. Will she, Bob?

Mr. Bob Wheeler received the appeal somewhat sullenly, and in a low voice requested his parent not to talk so much. Fraser, watching Poppy closely, saw with some satisfaction a tinge of colour in her cheek, and what in any other person he would have considered a very obstinate appearance about her shapely chin.

Ill get my hat on, if youll wait a minute, she said, quietly.

She rose and went upstairs, and Fraser with a cheerful glance at Mrs. Wheeler entered into conversation with her husband about overside work in the docks, until the door was pushed open a little to reveal Miss Tyrell ready for walking.

They walked on for some little time in silence. The sun had set, and even in the close streets of Poplar the evening air was cool and refreshing. When this fact had thoroughly impressed itself on Mr. Frasers mind he communicated it to Miss Tyrell.

Its very pleasant, she answered, briefly. What was it you wanted to talk to me about?

About a lot of things, said Fraser. What a tremendous lot of children there are about here.

Miss Tyrell coldly admitted an obvious fact, and stepping out into the road to avoid spoiling a small maidens next move at hop scotch, returned to the pavement to listen to a somewhat lengthy dissertation upon the game in question.

What did you want to say to me? she asked at length, turning and regarding him.

In the first place, said Fraser, I wanted to tell you that, though nothing has been heard of Captain Flower, I feel certain in my own mind that he has not been drowned.

Miss Tyrell shook her head slowly.

Then I ought to tell you that I have left the Foam continued the other. I think that there is some idea that I knocked Flower overboard to get his place.

The girl turned quickly, and her face flushed. How absurd, she said, indignantly, and her manner softened.

Thank you, said Fraser. If you dont believe it, I dont care what anybody else thinks.

Miss Tyrell, looking straight in front of her, stole a glance at this easily satisfied young man from the corner of her eye. I should never expect to hear of you doing anything wicked, she said. Fraser thanked her again, warmly. Or venturesome, added Miss Tyrell, thoughtfully. Youre not the kind.

They walked on in silence; indignant silence on the part of the ex-mate.

Then you are out of a berth? said Poppy, not unkindly.

Fraser shook his head and explained. And I told my father about you, he added, nervously. He knew Flower very well, and he told me to say that he would be very pleased and proud if you would come down and stay with him at Bittlesea for a time.

No, thank you, said Miss Tyrell.

The air would do you good, persisted Fraser; you could come down by train or come down with me on the Swallow next week.

Miss Tyrell repeated her refusal. I must stay in London and get something else to do, she said, quietly.

What do you think of doing? enquired Fraser.

Anything I can get, was the reply.

And in the meantime   he began, nervously.

In the meantime Im living on the Wheelers, said the girl, pressing her lips together; that was what you were going to say, wasnt it?

I was not going to say anything of the kind, said Fraser, warmly. I was not thinking of it.

Well, its true, said Poppy, defiantly.

It isnt true, said Fraser, because you will pay them back.

Shall we turn back? said the girl.

Fraser turned and walked beside her, and, glancing furtively at the pale, proud face, wondered how to proceed.

I should be delighted if you would come to Bittlesea, he said, earnestly, and Im sure if Flower should ever turn up again, he would say it was the best thing you could have done.

Thank you, but I prefer to stay here, was the reply, and I dont wish to be ungrateful, but I wish that people would not trouble me with their charity.

She walked on in silence, with her face averted, until they reached Liston Street, and, stopping at the door, turned to bid him good-bye. Her face softened as she shook hands, and in the depths of her dark eyes as they met his he fancied that he saw a little kindness. Then the door opened, and, before he could renew his invitation, closed behind her as rapidly as Mr. Bob Wheeler could perform the feat.


CHAPTER XIV.

When the tide is up and the sun shining, Sea-bridge has attractions which make the absence of visitors something of a marvel to the inhabitants. A wandering artist or two, locally known as painter-chaps, certainly visit it, but as they usually select subjects for their canvases of which the progressive party of the town are heartily ashamed, they are regarded as spies rather than visitors, and are tolerated rather than welcomed. To a citizen who has for a score of years regretted the decay of his town, the spectacle of a stranger gloating over its ruins and perpetuating them on canvas is calculated to excite strong doubts as to his mental capacity and his fitness to be at large.

On a summers evening, when the tide is out and the high ground the other side of the river is assuming undefinable shadows, the little town has other charms to the meditative man. Such life as there is, is confined to the taverns and the two or three narrow little streets which comprise the town. The tree-planted walk by the river is almost deserted, and the last light of the dying day is reflected in the pools and mud left by the tide.

Captain Nibletts, slowly pacing along and smoking his pipe in the serenity of the evening, felt these things dimly. His gaze wandered from a shadowy barge crawling along in mid-channel to the cheery red blind of Boatmans Arms, and then to the road in search of Captain Barber, for whom he had been enquiring since the morning. A stout lady stricken in years sat on a seat overlooking the river, and the mariner, with a courteous salutation, besought her assistance.

Ive been looking for him myself, said Mrs. Banks, breathlessly, and now my Elizabeths nowhere to be found. Shes been out since two oclock this afternoon.

Nibletts pointed up the road with his pipe. I see her only ten minutes ago with young Gibson, he said, slowly.

Which way was they going? demanded the old lady, rising.

I dont know, said Nibletts. I dont think they knew either an whats more, I dont think they cared.

The old lady resumed her seat, and, folding her hands in her lap, gazed in a troubled fashion across the river, until the figure of another woman coming along the walk brought her back to every-day affairs.

Why, its Mrs. Church, said Nibletts. Hes nowhere to be found, he shouted, before she reached them.

He? said the widow, slowly. Who?

Capn Barber, replied the mariner.

Oh, indeed, she said, politely. Good evening, Mrs. Banks.

Mrs. Banks returned the courtesy. It looks as though Capn Barber has run away, she said, with attempted jocularity.

Mrs. Church smiled a superior smile. He is not far off, she said, quietly.

Resting, I suppose, said Mrs. Banks, with intent.

Mrs. Church took higher ground. Of course this sad affair has upset him terribly, she said, gravely. His is a faithful nature, and he cant for-get. How is Miss Banks bearing up?

Mrs. Banks, looking up suspiciously, said, Wonderful, considering, and relapsed into silence until such time as her foe should give her an opening. Mrs. Church took a seat by her side, and Nibletts, with a feeling of something strained in the atmosphere, for which he could not account, resumed his walk.

He was nearly up to Captain Barbers house when he saw a figure come out of the lane by the side, and after glancing furtively in all directions make silently for the door. The watching Nibletts quickening his pace, reached it at almost the same moment.

Mrs. Banks is looking for you, he said, as he followed him into the parlour.

Captain Barber turned on him a weary eye, but made no reply.

And Mrs. Church, too; at least, I think so, continued the other.

Capn Nibletts, said the old man, slowly, I ope youll never live long enough to be run arter in the way Im run arter.

The astonished mariner murmured humbly that he didnt think it was at all likely, and also that Mrs. Nibletts would probably have a word or two to say in the matter.

From the moment I get up to the moment I get to bed, Im run arter, continued the hapless Barber. Mrs. Church wont let me go out of er sight if she can help it, and Mrs. Banks is as bad as she is. While they was saying nice things to each other this morning in a nasty way I managed to slip out.

Well, why not get rid o Mrs. Church? said the simple Nibletts.

Rid o Mrs. Church! repeated Captain Barber, aghast; why dont you get rid o your face, Nibletts? he asked, by way of comparison merely.

Because I dont want to, replied the other, flushing.

Because you cant said Captain Barber, emphatically. And no more cant I get rid of er. You see, I appened to take a little notice of er.

Oh, well, said the other, and sighed and shook his head discouragingly.

I took a little notice of er, repeated Captain Barber, and then to spare her feelings I ad to sort o let er know that I could never marry for Freds sake, dye see? Then on top of all that poor Fred goes and gets drownded.

But have you promised to marry her? asked Nibletts, with a cunning look.

Of course Ive not, rejoined Captain Barber, testily; but when you know as much about wimmen as I do, youll know that thats got nothing to do with it. It gets took for granted. Mrs. Churchs whole manner to me now is that of a engaged young person. If she was sitting here now shed put er hand on top o mine.

Not before me? said Nibletts, in a shocked voice.

Before the Prince of Wales and all the Royal Family, replied Captain Barber, with conviction. Youve no idea how silly and awkward it makes me feel.

Here she comes, said Nibletts, in a low voice, and Mrs. Banks and her daughter, too.

Captain Barber coughed and, sitting upright, strove to look unconcerned as the three ladies came into the room and expressed their pleasure at seeing him.

I couldnt think what ad happened to you, said Mrs. Banks, as she sank panting into a chair, and, unfastening her bonnet-strings, sat regarding him with her hands on her knees.

I knew he was all right, said Mrs. Church, folding her hands and regarding him with her head on one side; if anything happened to him I should know if he was a hundred miles away.

She sat down by Captain Barber, and laying her hand upon his, pressed it affectionately. The captain, a picture of misery, exchanged a significant glance with Nibletts, and emitted an involuntary groan.

Dont take on so, said Mrs. Banks, compassionately. Do you know, Ive got a feeling that poor Fred has been saved!

Thats my feeling, too, said Captain Barber, in a firm voice.

Its very likely, said Captain Nibletts, slowly.

Whats easier than for him to have been picked up by a passing vessel, and carried off goodness knows where? enquired Mrs. Banks, with a glance evenly distributed between her daughter and the housekeeper.

I heard of a man once who fell overboard, said Captain Nibletts, softly, and he turned up safe and sound twenty years arter.

Married man? enquired Miss Banks, softly.

He was, said the captain, with the doggedness of a witness under cross-examination.

Mrs. Church turned her eyes upwards. Fancy the joyful meeting of husband and wife, she said, sentimentally.

She died just two days afore he turned up, said Captain Nibletts, simply.

There was a frigid silence during which the three ladies, sinking for a time their differences, eyed him with every sign of strong disapprobation, Mrs. Banks giving vent to a sniff which disparaged the whole race of man.

As for men who fall overboard and get picked up and turn up months afterwards, continued the faithful Nibletts, why, every sailorman knows scores of em.

I knowed seven, said Captain Barber, with the exactness of untruth. They didnt seem to think much of it, didnt seem to think it anything unusual, I mean.

It aint, said Nibletts, stoutly.

The room relapsed into silence, and Captain Nibletts, finding Mrs. Churchs gaze somewhat trying got up to admire a beautiful oil painting on glass in a black frame which hung over the mantelpiece, and after a few encomiums on his hosts taste, bade him good-bye.

Im coming with you, said Barber, rising; Ive got some business to talk about.

What, out again, said Mrs. Church, tenderly, after being on your poor feet all day?

Captain Barber murmured something inaudible in reply, and taking his hat from the sideboard went out with Nibletts, For a time they trudged along in silence until the latter, who wanted to go to his own home, ventured to ask where they were going.

All places are alike to me, replied the old man, dismally. I only want to get away, thats all. She an Mrs. Banks are sure to have a turn and try and drag me into it.

He clasped his hands behind his back, and, pausing at a turn of the road, looked down upon the little quay below. Out in the river two or three small craft rode at anchor, while a bauble of cheerful voices from a distant boat only served to emphasise the stillness of the evening.

Looks quiet, said Captain Nibletts, after watching him for some time.

Im thinking of my nevy, said Captain Barber, slowly. I remember me an my sister bringing im here when he was three year old, and I ad to carry him all the way back. He put his arms round my neck, and I can smell peppermint-ball now.

Captain Nibletts, who did not quite follow him, attributed the outrage to a young couple who had just passed.

Im all alone now, continued Captain Barber, unheeding, but I dont want to marry. Why not? Cos Im too old, and because its like beginning where other people leave off.

Well, make up your mind and tell her so, said the other.

It wouldnt do any good, said Barber, dolefully.

Tell her to-night, said Nibletts, Come into the Thorn and have a glass, just so as to warm you up to it, and then get it over.

Captain Barber made no reply, but turning round led the way slowly back to the inn, and after acknowledging the respectful salutations of the crew of the schooner who were in the bar by ordering the landlady to fill their pots again, led the way into the parlour and began to charge himself for the interview.

That he did not underestimate the difficulties of the ordeal was evident by the extent of his orders, and Captain Nibletts noted with satisfaction as the evening wore on that the old mans spirits were improving considerably. Twice he sent out instructions to the bar to have the mens mugs replenished, a proceeding which led to Mr. William Green being sent by the grateful crew to express their feelings in a neat little speech.

A very nice-spoken young fellow, said Captain Barber, approvingly.

He had some more whisky, and at the sounds of a step-dance on the brick floor of the adjoining taproom, took up his glass, and, followed by Nibletts, watched the proceedings from the doorway. Mr. William Green, who worshipped wealth and position, sidled up to him, and with much deference discussed the dancing.

He made such a favourable impression that Cap-tain Barber, who was in a semi-maudlin mood, took him by the arm to the now deserted parlour, and ensconcing him in a corner, told him all his troubles and warned him of the pitfalls which beset the feet of good-looking bachelors. Mr. Green was sympathy itself, and for some time sat silently evolving various schemes for the deliverance of his patron.

Captain Nibletts returning to the parlour a little later found them in close consultation. A ray of hope illuminated the somewhat heavy features of the old man, and, catching sight of the captain, he beckoned him to his side.

Me an this young man have thought of something, he said, in a voice rendered husky with excitement.

Nibletts waited.

Hes goin to call at my place, continued the other, and tell Mrs. Church that Ive been took unwell at the Cauliflower at Mapleden, and want to see her, and hes to bring her there at once. Arter theyve started I go in and get to bed, and earthquakes wouldnt wake me, let alone a knock at the door. Dye see?

What goods that goin to do? enquired the astonished listener.

Next day, said Barber, in thrilling tones, as he placed his forefinger on the others arm, I refuse to believe her story. Green, here, denies of it too, and sez e saw her at the gate and asked her to go for a walk with him.

Captain Nibletts fingered his beard. It dont seem to be the sort of trick to play on a woman, he expostulated, an its four miles to Mapleden. Whats she goin to do?

Thats er lookout, observed Captain Barber, with much composure, all I know is she wont wake me. I daresay shell come on to your place. Wimmen wot sets their caps at men wot dont want em set at em must put up with the consequences.

You give me half an hour, sir, said Mr. Green, impressively, and then you can come on as soon as you like. Youll find the coast clear by then.

He bit off the end of the cigar presented by Captain Barber, and, thanking him effusively as he struck a match for him, quitted the inn. The two captains waited restlessly for the time specified, and then, finishing their drinks, went outside, and, standing in the light which streamed from the windows and doorway of the Thorn, gazed at the dark road beyond.

It looks all right, said Barber, shaking hands. Good-night.

Good luck, said Nibletts.

The other, not without a little trepidation, walked towards his house, and opening the door, after a little difficulty, stood safely inside. The house was quiet and in darkness, except for the lamp which stood on the parlour-table, and after a moments survey he proceeded to shut up for the night.

As a rule he was careless about such matters, but to-night no gaoler saw to his bolts and bars more carefully than he did. He returned to the parlour, having made all secure, and lighting his pipe for a few final whiffs before retiring, winked at himself solemnly in the glass. Then fearful that the housekeeper might return sooner than was expected, he blew out the lamp and smoked in the dark.

He knocked out his pipe at last, and walked slowly and ponderously upstairs. He grinned again as he passed the door of the housekeepers room, and then, with a catch in his breath, clutched heavily at the banister as a soft female voice bade him Good-night.

Captain Barber, surprised beyond all measure, was unable to speak.

I thought youd got lost again, said the voice, playfully. Good-night.

Good-night, rejoined the other, in hollow tones. Mrs. Banks stay long? he enquired, pausing at his door.

She went just about half an hour before you came in, replied the housekeeper. Elizabeth went soon after you did, but her mother stopped on. She went very suddenly when she did go, and was very mysterious about it. Not that I want to know her business.

Mysterious? faltered the captain.

Some young man came to the door, continued the innocent woman, and they were talking in a low voice. I dont know who it was, because Mrs. Banks let me see quite plainly that she didnt want me to know. Then she just called out Goodnight, and went off as fast as you please.

Captain Barber supported himself for a moment by the handle of his door, and then in a dazed way blundered into his room. He was a good-hearted man in a way, and pushing open the little casement he thrust out his head and sighed with genuine feeling as he thought of his poor old friend plodding slowly to Mapleden. Incidentally he felt a little bit sorry for Mr. William Green.

He was awaked next morning after a somewhat restless night by the sounds of an unwonted noise downstairs, and lay in amazement listening to a hum of excited voices below. Knuckles rapped on his door and the voice of Mrs. Church, much agitated, requested him to rise and attire himself.

He was out of bed at that and looking from the window. A small group of children stood in the road outside the house, while Joe and the cook with their arms on the fence were staring hard at his parlour window, occasionally varying the proceedings by a little conversation with the people next door, who were standing in their front garden. In a state of considerable agitation he hurriedly dressed himself and went downstairs.

His sitting-room was full. Mrs. Banks, looking very tired, was sitting in the arm-chair taking smelling-salts at intervals, and staring fiercely at Mr. William Green, who was huddled in a corner smiling sheepishly behind Captain Nibletts and Ben.

Whats all this? demanded Captain Barber, in a trembling voice, as his eye met Mr. Greens.

Several of Mrs. Bankss relatives began speaking at once, assisted by some of the neighbours. The substance of their remarks was that a man. whose polite tongue hid the falseness of his heart, had lured Mrs. Banks for a four-mile walk to Mapleden late the preceding night under the pretence that Captain Barber, who was evidently hale and hearty, was lying ill at the Cauliflower. They demanded his immediate dismissal from the ship and his exemplary punishment by the law.

What ave you got to say to this? demanded Captain Barber of the villain, in tones of righteous indignation tempered by fear.

It isnt true, sir, said Mr. Green, respectfully. I didnt say anything of the kind.

Wot did you say, then? enquired Captain Barber, in a voice which the company thought far too mild for the occasion.

She was standing at the door as I passed, said Mr. Green, nervously, and I asked her to go for a walk with me.

Lawk-a-mussy me! screamed the horrified Mrs. Banks.

We went for a nice little stroll, continued the graceless Mr. Green, and then I spose she found it was later than she thought, and she began to make a fuss.

Me, at my time o life? demanded the indignant Mrs. Banks of the audience.

You did make a fuss, said Mr. Green.

O course I made a fuss when I found out how I had been deceived. You were here when he came, Mrs. Church, werent you?

I would rather not say anything about it, said the housekeeper, freezingly.

I insist upon your speaking, said the old lady, getting very red in the face.

Well, I dont know much about it, said the housekeeper, looking round appealingly. I heard you speaking to somebody at the door in a low voice.

It wasnt a low voice, interrupted Mrs. Banks, sharply.

Well, I couldnt hear what you were saying, and then when you went outside and I asked you whether you were going home you said yes, didnt you?

Are you sure she said she was going home? said Mrs. Bankss brother-in-law, in an awful voice, as the old lady sank back in her chair.

Yes, said Mrs. Church, with a fine show of reluctance.

There was a dead silence, during which they all heard the smelling-salts drop.

If this man said Captain Barber was ill at Mapleden, why didnt you tell me? continued Mrs. Church, in a mildly aggrieved voice. I think if anybody ought to have known, it should have been me.

Its all a fuss about nothing, said Mr. Green, brazenly. She stayed out a bit too late, and then wanted to put it all on to me.

A good Samaritan picked up the smelling-salts and held them to the victims nose, while her scandalized relatives discussed the situation in hurried whispers. The brother-in-law eyed her with bewildered disapproval, and in the disjointed accents peculiar to surprise was heard to make use of the words friskiness and gallivanting and old enough to know better.

Her relatives remarks, however, caused Mrs. Banks comparatively little pain. Her attention was fully taken up by the housekeeper, in whose satisfied smile she saw a perfect recognition of the reasons for her action of the previous evening. She got up from her chair, and with a stateliness which her brother-in-law thought somewhat misplaced, took her daughters arm, and slowly left the room, her departure being the signal for a general breakup. By twos and threes the company drifted slowly up the road in her wake, while Captain Barber, going in the other direction, accompanied Captain Nibletts and party as far as the schooner, in order that he might have the opportunity of saying a few well-chosen words to Mr. Green on the subject of precipitancy.

If it adnt been for me tipping im the wink, so as to let him know what line e was to go on when I came down, where should I ave been? he demanded of Captain Nibletts.

And that astonished mariner, with a helpless shake of his head, gave it up.


CHAPTER XV.

The Blue Posts, Chelsea, is an old-time public-house pleasantly situated by the river, with an extensive connection amongst gentlemens servants, busmen, and other skilled judges of good beer, the subtle and delicate perfume of which liquor pervades the place from cellar to basement, and has more than once taken the policeman on duty to the back door, under the impression that something wanted looking into.

To some men imprisonment in such a place would have been little short of ecstasy. In the heat of summer they would have sat in the cool cellar amid barrels of honest beer; in winter, they would have led the conversation cosily seated around the taproom fire. For exercise, profitable employment at the beer-engine in the bar; for intellectual exercise, the study of practical chemistry in the cellar.

To Captain Fred Flower none of these things appealed. He had visited the cellar certainly  in search of subterranean exits; he had sat in the tap-room  close to the open window; but his rabid desire to get away from the place and never see it again could not have been surpassed by the most bitter teetotaler that ever breathed.

His greatest trouble was with Porson, whose limpet-like qualities were a source of never-failing concern to the unfortunate mariner. Did he ascend to the drawing-room and gaze yearningly from the windows at the broad stream of Father Thames and the craft dropping down on the ebb-tide to the sea, Uncle Porson, sallow of face and unclean of collar, was there to talk beery romance of the ocean. Did he retire to the small yard at the rear of the premises and gaze from the back door at the passing life of a Chelsea by-street, Uncle Porson was looking over his shoulder, pointing out milkmen with histories, and cabmen with a past.

The second week of his stay was drawing to a close before he fully realised the horror of his position. His foot, which had been giving him considerable trouble, was getting much better, though it was by no means well enough to give him a chance in a foot-race with Mr. Porson or Charles, and as the family at the Blue Posts realised the improvement, the attentions of his personal attendants were redoubled. The key of his bed-room door was turned every night after he had retired, a discovery he had made the first night after carefully dressing for flight and spending an hour over the composition of a farewell note to Miss Tipping. There was no chance of reaching the roof from his bed-room window, and the pavement below offered him his choice between a wedding and a funeral.

And amid all this the fiction was maintained of preserving him from his lawless foes and his own inconvenient devotion to duty. A struggle for escape was not to be thought of, as the full measure of his deceitfulness would transpire in the event of failure, and the wedding drew nearer day by day, while his active brain was still casting about in vain for any means of escape.

Next Tuesday, said Mrs. Tipping to her stepdaughter, as they sat in the much decorated drawing-room one afternoon, youll be Mrs. Robinson.

Miss Tipping, who was sitting next to the skipper, looked at him languishingly, and put her head on his shoulder.

I can hardly believe it, she said, coyly.

Flower, who was in the same predicament, patted her head tenderly, as being easier than replying.

And I must say, said Mrs. Tipping, regarding the pair, Im a plain woman, and I speak my mind, that if it was me, I should want to know more about him first.

Im quite satisfied, mar, said Miss Tipping, without raising her head.

Theres your relations to be satisfied, Matilda, said Uncle Porson, in an important voice.

Miss Tipping raised her head and favoured the interrupter with a baleful stare, whereupon Mr. Porson, scratching his neck feebly, glanced at Mrs. Tipping for support.

Our relations neednt come to see us, said his niece, at length. Hes marrying me, not my relations.

Hes making me his uncle, at any rate, said Mr. Porson, with a sudden access of dignity.

You dont mind, Fred, do you? asked Miss Tipping, anxiously.

Id put up with more than that for your sake, said Flower. I neednt tell people.

Thats all very fine, said Mrs. Tipping, taking up the cudgels for the speechless and glaring victim of these pleasantries, but theres no mystery about your uncle; everybody knows him. He doesnt disappear just as he is going to get married, and be brought back in a cab months afterwards. He isnt full of secrets he mustnt tell people who ought to know.

Never kep a secret in my life, agreed Uncle Porson, whose head was buzzing under this unaccustomed praise.

I know quite enough about Fred, said Miss Tipping, tenderly; when I want your opinion, mar, Ill ask you for it.

Mrs. Tippings reply was interrupted by the entrance of a young man from the jewellers with four brooches for Flower to present to the bridesmaids. Mrs. Tipping had chosen them, and it did not take the hapless skipper long to arrive at the conclusion that she was far fonder of bridesmaids than he was. His stock of money was beginning to dwindle, and the purchase of a second wedding suit within a month was beginning to tell even upon his soaring spirits.

Theres another thing about Fred I dont quite like, said Mrs. Tipping, as she sat with the brooches ranged upon her capacious lap; hes extravagant. I dont like a mean man, but one who flings his money away is almost as bad. These ere brooches are very pretty, and they do him credit, but I cant say but what something cheaper wouldnt ave done as well.

I thought you liked them, said the indignant Flower.

I like them well enough, said Mrs. Tipping, solemnly; theres nothing to dislike in them. Seems to me they must have cost a lot of money, thats all  I suppose I may make a remark!

Flower changed the subject, and turning to Miss Tipping began to speak in a low voice of their new home. Miss Tipping wanted a sort of Eden with bar improvements, and it was rather difficult to find.

They had discussed the matter before, and the wily skipper had almost quarrelled with his bride-elect over the part of the country in which they were to live, Miss Tipping holding out for the east coast, while Flower hotly championed the south. Mrs. Tipping, with some emphasis, had suggested leaving it until after the honeymoon, but a poetic advertisement of an inn in Essex catching her daughters eye, it was decided that instant inspection should be made.

They travelled down from Fenchurch Street, accompanied by Dick and Mrs. Tipping, the skipper, who was painfully on the alert for any chance of escape, making a great fuss of his foot, and confessing to a feeling of unusual indisposition. He sat in one corner of the carriage with his eyes half closed, while Miss Tipping, with her arm affectionately drawn through his, was the unconscious means of preventing a dash for liberty as the train steamed slowly through a station.

The nearest station to the Rose of Essex was five miles distant, a fact which (owing perhaps to the expensive nature of newspaper charges) did not appear in the advertisement.

Its a nice little place, said the landlady of the Railway Hotel, as they asked her opinion over lunch; theres a little land goes with it. If you want to drive over, Id better be having something got ready.

Mrs. Tipping, who halved the duties with Flower, she doing the ordering and he the paying, assented, and in a short time they were bowling rapidly along through narrow country lanes to their destination. The skipper noticed with pleasure the lonely nature of the country, and his heart beat fast as he thought of the chances of success of a little plan of escape.

So far as appearance went, the inn was excellent. Roses clustered round the porch and hung in fragrant bunches from the walls, while three or four sturdy lime trees in one corner threw a grateful shade over a rustic table and settles. Flower, with a grateful sigh, said that it was the very thing. Even Mrs. Tipping, after a careful inspection, said that they might do worse; Dick, with an air of professional gravity, devoted most of his attention to the cellar, while the engaged couple walked slowly round the immense garden in the rear exchanging tender whispers.

Well think it over and let you know, said Mrs. Tipping to the landlord.

Theres been a lot after it, said he slowly, with a glance at his wife.

And yet it aint gone, said the business-like Mrs. Tipping, pleasantly.

Im going to take it, mar, said Miss Tipping, firmly.

Mrs. Tipping sighed at her haste, but finding her determined, went down the cellar again, accompanied by Dick, for a last look round. Captain Flower, leaning heavily on Miss Tippings arm, limped slowly to the carriage.

Tired? she enquired, tenderly, as he sank back in the cushions.

Foots painful, he said, with a faint smile. Good gracious!

Whats the matter? asked Miss Tipping, alarmed by his manner.

Ive left my pipe in the garden, said Flower, rising, the one you gave me. I wouldnt lose it for the world.

Ill get it, said Miss Tipping, springing out of the carriage. Whereabouts did you leave it, do you think?

By the bee-hives, said Flower, pale with excitement, as he heard Mrs. Tipping and Dick coming up from the cellar. Make haste; somebody might take it.

Miss Tipping darted into the house, and immediately afterwards the Tippings ascended from the cellar, attended by the landlady.

Driver, said Flower, sharply.

Sir, said the man, looking round and tenderly rubbing his back.

Take that to the lady who has just gone in, at once, gabbled Flower; hurry up.

For want of anything better, he handed the astonished driver his tobacco-pouch, and waved him to the house. The lad descended from his perch and ran to the door just as Dick Tipping, giving vent to a sharp cry, was rushing out. The cry acted on the skipper like magic, and, snatching up the whip, he gave the horse a cut in which was concentrated the fears of the last fortnight and the hopes of his future lifetime.

The animal sprang forward madly just as Dick Tipping, who had pushed the driver out of the way, rushed out in pursuit. There was a hard white road in front and it took it at a gallop, the vehicle rocking from side to side behind it as Flower played on it with the whip. Tipping was close behind, and the driver a good second. Flower, leaving the horse to take care of itself for a time, stood upright in the carriage and hurled cushions at his foremost pursuer. The third cushion was long and limp, and, falling on end in front of him, twined itself round his swift-moving legs and brought him heavily to the ground.

Hes winded, said Flower, as he saw the coachman stop and help the other man slowly to his feet; shows what a cushion can do.

He clambered onto the seat, as a bend in the road shut the others from his sight, and gathering up the reins, gave himself over to the joyous feeling of his new-found liberty as they rushed through the air. His ideas of driving were elementary, and his mode of turning corners was to turn them quickly and get it over; but he drove on for miles without mishap, and, the horse having dropped to a steady trot, began to consider his future movements.

Theyll be setting the wires to work, I expect, he thought, soberly. What a comfortable old world this must have been before they invented steam and telegraph. Ill go a little bit farther, and then tie it up to a tree.

He made what he considered an endearing noise with his mouth, and the startled animal at once bounded forward with the intention of getting out of hearing. A gentle incline favoured the pace, which was now so considerable that the skipper, seeing another craft approaching him, waved his hand towards it warningly.

I wonder who ought to get out of the way? he said, thoughtfullly; I spose the horse knows.

He left it to that able quadruped, after giving it a little bang on the flank with the butt end of the whip to keep its faculties fresh. There was a frenzied shout from the other vehicle, a sudden violent stoppage, with the crashing of wood, and Flower, crawling out of the ditch, watched with some admiration the strenuous efforts of his noble beast to take the carriage along on three wheels.

Look what youve done! roared the driver of the other vehicle, foaming with passion, as he jumped out and held his plunging horse by the head. Look at my gig, sir! Look at it!

Flower looked, and then returned the courtesy.

Look at mine, he said, impressively; mines much the worst.

You were on the wrong side of the road, shouted the other.

I was there first, said Flower; it wouldnt have happened if you hadnt tried to get out of my way. The course I was on I should have passed you easily.

He looked up the road. His horse, trembling violently, was standing still, with the wreck of the carriage behind it. He stooped mechanically, and picking up the whip which was lying in the road said that he would go off for assistance.

You stay here, sir, said the other man with an oath.

I wont, said the skipper.

His adversary made no reply, but, having by this time soothed his frightened horse, took his whip out of its socket and strode towards him with the butt raised over his head. Flower arranged his own whip the same way, and both men being new to the weapon, circled round each other two or three times waiting for a little instruction. Then the owner of the gig, whose temper was rising every second, ran in and dealt the skipper a heavy blow on the head.

The blow dispelled an idea which was slowly forming there of asking the extent of the damage, and, if it were not too much, offering to make it good. Ideas of settlement vanished; ideas of honour, morality, and even escape vanished too; all merged in the one fixed idea of giving the other man a harder blow than he had given.

For a minute or two the battle raged fairly equally; both were securing a fair amount of punishment. Then, under a heavy blow from Flower, his foe went down suddenly. For a second or two the skipper held his breath with fear, then the other man raised himself feebly on his knees, and, throwing away his whip, staggered to his feet and, unfastening the reins, clambered unsteadily into his gig and drove off without a word.

The victorious skipper looked up and down the lonely road, and shaking his head sadly at the noble steed which had brought him into this mess, tenderly felt his bruised and aching head, and then set off as fast as his foot would permit up the road.

He looked about eagerly as he went for a place of concealment, fully aware of the inability of a lame shipmaster to outdistance horseflesh. Hedges and fields bounded both sides of the road, but half a mile farther along, on the right-hand side, the field stretched away upwards to meet a wood. Towards this wood Captain Flower, having first squeezed himself through a gap in the hedge, progressed with all speed.

He sat on the trunk of a fallen pine to regain his breath, and eagerly looked about him. To his disappointment he saw that the wood was of no great depth, but was a mere belt of pines running almost parallel with the road he had quitted. With the single idea of getting as far away from the scene of his crime as possible, he began to walk through it.

The wood was very still, and the shade grateful after the heat of the sun. Just beyond, the fields were shimmering in the heat, and he pricked up his ears as the unmistakable sound of wheels and hoofs came across the silent fields. He looked round wildly, and seeing a tiny cottage standing in a bit of a clearing, made towards it.

A little old man twisted with rheumatism rose as he stood at the open door and regarded him with a pair of bloodshot, but sharp, old eyes, while an old woman sitting in a Windsor-chair looked up anxiously.

Can I come in? asked Flower.

Aye, said the old man, standing aside to let him pass.

Hot day, said the skipper, taking a seat.

No, taint, said the old man.

Not so hot as yesterday, said Flower, with a conciliatory smile.

Its otter than it was yesterday, said the old man. What ha you done to your face?

I was climbing a tree, said Flower, with a laugh, and I fell down; Ive hurt my foot, too.

Served you right if youd broke your neck, said his amiable host, climbing trees at your time o life.

Nice cottage youve got here, said the persistent Flower.

I wish you ad to live in it, said the old man.

He took a proffered cigar, and after eyeing it for some time, like a young carver with a new joint, took out a huge clasp-knife and slowly sawed the end off.

Can I sleep here for the night? asked Flower, at length.

No, you cant, said the old man, drawing at his cigar.

He smoked on, with the air of a man who has just given a very clever answer to a very difficult question.

We aint ony got one room besides this, said the old woman solemnly. Years ago we used to have four and a wash-place.

Oh, I could sleep on the floor here, said Flower, lightly. Ill pay you five shillings.

Lets see your money, said the old man, leaning forward.

Flower put the sum in his hand. Ill pay now, he said, heartily.

The floor wont run away, said the other, pulling out an old leathern purse, and you can sleep on any part of it you like.

Flower thanked him effusively. He was listening intently for any sounds outside. If the Tippings and the man in the gig met, they would scour the country-side, and almost certainly pay the cottage a visit.

If you let me go upstairs and lie down for an hour or two, he said, turning to the old man, Ill give you another half-crown.

The old man said nothing, but held out his hand, and after receiving the sum got up slowly, and, opening a door by the fire-place, revealed a few broken stairs, which he slowly ascended, after beckoning his guest to follow.

Its a small place, he said, tersely, but I daresay youve often slept in a worse.

Flower made no reply. He was looking from the tiny casement. Through an opening in the trees he saw a couple of figures crossing the field towards the wood.

If anybody asks you whether you have seen me, say no, he said, rapidly, to the old man. Ive got into a bit of a mess, and if you hide me here until it has blown over, Ill make it worth your while.

How much? said the old man.

Flower hesitated. Five pounds for certain, he said, hastily, and more if youre put to much trouble. Run down and stop your wifes mouth quietly.

Dont order me about, said the old man, slowly; I aint said Ill do it yet.

Theyre coming now, said Flower, impatiently; mind, if they catch me you lose your five pounds.

All right, said the other. Im doing it for the five pounds, mind, not for you, added this excellent man.

He went grunting and groaning down the narrow stairs, and the skipper, closing the door, went and crouched down by the open casement. A few indistinct words were borne in on the still air, and voices came gradually closer, until footsteps, which had been deadened by the grass, became suddenly audible on the stones outside the cottage.

Flower held his breath with anxiety; then he smiled softly and pleasantly as he listened to the terms in which his somewhat difficult host was addressed.

Now, gaffer, said the man of the gig, roughly.

Wake up, grandpa, said Dick Tipping; have you seen a man go by here?  blue serge suit, moustache, face and head knocked about?

No, I aint seen im, was the reply. Whats he done?

Tipping told him briefly. Well have him, he said, savagely. Weve got a mounted policeman on the job, besides others. If you can catch him its worth half a sov. to you.

He went off hurriedly with the other man, and their voices died away in the distance. Flower sat in his place on the floor for some time, and then, seeing from the window that the coast was clear, went downstairs again.

The old woman made him up a bed on the floor after supper, although both he and the old man assured her that it was unnecessary, and then, taking the lamp, bade him good-night and went upstairs.

Flower, left to himself, rolled exultingly on his poor couch, and for the first time in a fortnight breathed freely.

If I do get into trouble, he murmured, complacently, I generally manage to get out of it. It wants a good head in the first place, and a cool one in the second.


CHAPTER XVI.

He was awake early in the morning, and, opening the door, stood delightedly breathing the fresh, pine-scented air.

The atmosphere of the Blue Posts was already half forgotten, and he stood looking dreamily forward to the time when he might reasonably return to life and Poppy. He took a few steps into the wood and, after feeling for his pipe before he remembered that Miss Tipping was probably keeping it as a souvenir, sat on a freshly-cut log and fell into a sentimental reverie, until the appearance of a restless old man at the door of the cottage took him back to breakfast.

I thought youd run off, said his host, tartly.

You thought wrong, then, said Flower, sharply, as he took out his purse. Here are two of the five pounds I promised you; Ill give you the rest when I go.

The old man took the money and closed his small, hard mouth until the lips almost disappeared. More money than sense, he remarked, cordially, as the skipper replaced his purse.

Flower made no reply. Some slices of fat bacon were sizzling in a pan over the wood-fire, and the pungent smell of the woods, mixed with the sharpness of the morning air, gave him an appetite to which, since his enforced idleness, he had been a stranger. He drew his chair up to the rickety little table with its covering of frayed oil-cloth, and, breaking a couple of eggs over his bacon, set to eagerly.

Dont get eggs like these in London, he said to the old woman.

The old woman leaned over and, inspecting the shells, paid a tribute to the hens who were responsible for them, and traced back a genealogy which would have baffled the entire College of Heralds  a genealogy hotly contested by the old man, who claimed a bar sinister through three eggs bought at the village shop some generations before.

Youve got a nice little place here, said Flower, by way of changing the conversation, which was well on the way to becoming personal; but dont you find it rather dull sometimes?

Well, I dont know, said the old woman. I finds plenty to do, and e potters about like. E dont do much, but it pleases im, and it dont hurt me.

The object of these compliments took them as a matter of course, and after hunting up the stump of last nights cigar, and shredding it with his knife, crammed it into a clay pipe and smoked tranquilly. Flower found a solitary cigar, one of the Blue Posts best, and with a gaze which wandered idly from the chest of drawers on one side of the room to the old china dogs on the little mantel-shelf on the other, smoked in silence.

The old man brought in news at dinner-time. The village was ringing with the news of yesterdays affair, and a rigourous search, fanned into excitement by an offer of two pounds reward, was taking the place of the more prosaic labours of the country side.

If it wasnt for me, said the old man, in an excess of self-laudation, youd be put in the gaol  where you ought to be; but I wouldnt do it if it wasnt for the five pounds. Youd better keep close in the house. Theres some more of em in the wood looking for you.

Captain Flower took his advice, and for the next two days became a voluntary prisoner. On the third day the old man reported that public excitement about him was dying out, owing partly to the fact that it thought the villain must have made his escape good, and partly to the fact that the landlord of the Wheatsheaf had been sitting at his front door shooting at snakes on the Kings Highway invisible to ordinary folk.

The skipper resolved to make a start on the following evening, walking, the first night so as to get out of the dangerous zone, and then training to London. At the prospect his spirits rose, and in a convivial mood he purchased a bottle of red currant wine from the old woman at supper, and handed it round.

He was still cheerful next morning as he arose and began to dress. Then he paused, and in a somewhat anxious fashion patted his trousers pockets. Minute and painful investigation revealed a bunch of keys and a clasp-knife.

He tried his other pockets, and then, sinking in a dazed fashion into a chair, tried to think what had become of his purse and loose change. His watch, a silver one, was under his pillow, where he had placed it the night before, and his ready cash was represented by the shilling which hung upon the chain.

He completed his dressing slowly while walking about the room, looking into all sorts of likely and unlikely hiding-places for his money, and at length gave up the search in disgust, and sat down to wait until such time as his host should appear. It was a complication for which he had not bargained, and unable to endure the suspense any longer, he put his head up the stairway and bawled to the old man to come down.

Whats the matter now? demanded the old man as he came downstairs, preceded by his wife. One would think the place belonged to you, making all that noise.

Ive lost my purse, said Flower, regarding him sternly. My purse has been taken out of one pocket and some silver out of the other while I was asleep.

The old man raised his eyebrows at his wife and scratched his chin roughly.

I spose youve lost my three pounds along with it? he said, raspily.

Wheres my purse? demanded the skipper, roughly; dont play the fool with me. It wont pay.

I dont know nothing about your purse, said the other, regarding him closely with his little bloodshot eyes; youre trying to do me out omy three pounds  me whats took you in and id you.

The incensed skipper made no reply, but, passing upstairs, turned the bed-room topsy-turvy in a wild search for his property. It was unsuccessful, and he came down with a look in his face which made his respected host get close to his wife.

Are you going to give me my money? demanded he, striding up to him.

Ive not got your money, snarled the other, Im an honest man.

He started back in alarm, and his wife gave a faint scream as Flower caught him by the collar, and, holding him against the wall, went through his pockets.

Dont hurt him, cried the old woman; hes only a little old man.

If you were younger and bigger, said the infuriated skipper, as he gave up the fruitless search, Id thrash you till you gave it up.

Im an honest man, said the other, recovering himself as he saw that his adversary intended no violence; if you think Ive stole your money, you know what you can do.

What? demanded Flower.

Go to the police, said the old man, his little slit of a mouth twisted into a baleful grin; if you think Ive stole your money, go and tell the police.

Let em come and search the house, said the old woman, plucking up spirit. Ive been married forty-two years and ad seven children. Go and fetch the police.

Flower stared at them in wrathful concern. Threats were of no use, and violence was out of the question. He went to the door, and leaning against it, stood there deep in thought until, after a time, the old woman, taking courage from his silence, began to prepare breakfast. Then he turned, and drawing his chair up to the table, ate silently.

He preserved this silence all day despite the occasional suggestion of the old man that he should go for the police, and the aggrieved refrain of the old woman as to the length of her married life and the number of her offspring.

He left at night without a word. The old man smiled almost amiably to see him go; and the old woman, who had been in a state of nervous trepidation all day, glanced at her husband with a look in which wifely devotion and admiration were almost equally blended.

Flower passed slowly through the wood, and after pausing to make sure that he was not followed, struck across the fields, and, with his sailors knowledge of the stars, steered by them in the direction of London.

He walked all that night unmolested, his foot giving him but little trouble, and passed the following day under a haystack, assuaging his hunger with some bread and cheese he had put in his pocket.

Travelling by night and sleeping in secluded spots by day, he reached the city in three days. Considering that he had no money, and was afraid to go into a town to pawn his watch, he did not suffer so much from hunger as might have been expected  something which he vaguely referred to as Providence, but for which the sufferers found other terms, twice leading his faltering footsteps to labourers dinners in tin cans and red handkerchiefs.

At Stratford he pawned his watch and chain and sat down to a lengthy meal, and then, with nearly eighteen shillings in his pocket, took train to Liverpool Street. The roar of the city greeted his ears like music, and, investing in a pipe and tobacco, he got on a bus bound eastward, and securing cheap apartments in the Mile End Road, sat down to consider his plans. The prompt appearance of the Tipping family after his letter to Fraser had given him a wholesome dread of the post, and until the connection between the two was satisfactorily explained he would not risk another, even in his new name of Thompson. Having come to this decision, he had another supper, and then went upstairs to the unwonted luxury of a bed.


CHAPTER XVII.

It is one of the first laws of domestic economy that the largest families must inhabit the smallest houses  a state of things which is somewhat awkward when the heads wish to discuss affairs of state. Some preserve a certain amount of secrecy by the use of fragmentary sentences eked out by nods and blinks and by the substitution of capital letters for surnames; a practice likely to lead to much confusion and scandal when the names of several friends begin with the same letter. Others improve the family orthography to an extent they little dream of by spelling certain vital words instead of pronouncing them, some children profiting so much by this form of vicarious instruction that they have been known to close a most interesting conversation by thoughtlessly correcting their parents on a point of spelling.

There were but few secrets in the Wheeler family, the younger members relating each others misdeeds quite freely, and refuting the charge of tale-bearing by keeping debit and credit accounts with each other in which assets and liabilities could usually be balanced by simple addition. Among the elders, the possession of a present secret merely meant a future conversation.

On this day the juniors were quite certain that secret proceedings of a highly interesting nature were in the air. Miss Tyrell having been out since the morning, Mrs. Wheeler was looking forward anxiously to her return with the view of holding a little private conversation with her, and the entire Wheeler family were no less anxious to act as audience for the occasion. Mr. Bob Wheeler had departed to his work that morning in a condition which his family, who were fond of homely similes, had likened to a bear with a sore head. The sisterly attentions of Emma Wheeler were met with a boorish request to keep her paws off; and a young Wheeler, rash and inexperienced in the way of this weary world, who publicly asked what Bob had got the hump about, was sternly ordered to finish his breakfast in the washhouse. Consequently there was a full meeting after tea, and when Poppy entered, it was confidently expected that proceedings would at once open with a speech from the sofa.

Take the children outside a bit, Belinda, said her mother, after the tea things had been removed.

Got my ome lessons to do, said Belinda.

Do em when you come back, said Mrs. Wheeler.

Shant ave time, replied Belinda, taking her books from a shelf; theyll take me all the evening. Weve all got a lot of ome lessons to-night.

Never mind, you take em out, persisted Mrs. Wheeler.

When I want to go out, said Belinda, rebelliously, you wont let me.

Do as your mother tells you, commanded Mr. Wheeler, with excellent sternness.

I want a little quiet, said Mrs. Wheeler; a little fresh air will do you good, Peter.

Ill go and smoke my pipe in the washhouse, said Mr. Wheeler, who had his own notions of healthful recreation.

Take your pipe outside, said Mrs. Wheeler, significantly. Did you ear what I said, Belinda?

Belinda rose noisily and gathering up her untidy books, thrust them back in a heap on the shelf, and putting on her hat stood at the door commenting undutifully upon her parents, and shrilly demanding of the small Wheelers whether they were coming or whether she was to stay there all night. She also indulged in dreary prognostications concerning her future, and finally driving her small fry before her, closed the street door with a bang which induced Mrs. Wheeler to speak of heredity and Mr. Wheelers sister Janes temper.

Where are you going, Poppy? she enquired, as the girl rose to follow the dutiful Mr. Wheeler. I want to speak to you a moment.

The girl resumed her seat, and taking up a small garment intended for the youngest Wheeler but two, or the youngest but one, whichever it happened to fit best, or whichever wanted it first, stitched on in silence. I want to speak to you about Bob, said Mrs. Wheeler, impressively. Of course you know he never keeps anything from his mother. He as told me about all the gells he has walked out with, and though, of course, he as been much run after, he is three-and-twenty and not married yet. He told me that none of em seemed to be worthy of him.

She paused for so long that Poppy Tyrell looked up from her work, said Yes, in an expressionless manner, and waited for her to continue.

Hes been a good son, said the mother, fondly; never no trouble, always been pertickler, and always quite the gentleman. He always smokes his cigar of a Sunday, and I remember the very first money e ever earned e spent on a cane with a dogs ed to it.

Yes, said Poppy again.

The gells hes ad after im wouldnt be believed, said Mrs. Wheeler, shaking her head with a tender smile at a hole in the carpet. Before you came here there was a fresh one used to come in every Sunday almost, but e couldnt make up his mind. We used to joke him about it.

Hes very young still, said Poppy.

Hes old enough to be married, said Mrs. Wheeler. Hes told me all about you, he never has no secrets from is mother. He told me that he asked you to walk out with im last night and you said No; but I told im that that was only a gells way, and that youd give im another answer soon.

That was my final answer, said Poppy Tyrell, the corners of her mouth hardening. I shall never say anything else.

All young gells say that at first, said Mrs. Wheeler, making praiseworthy efforts to keep her temper. Wheeler ad to ask me five times.

I meant what I said, said Poppy, stitching industriously. I shall never change my mind.

Its early days to ask you perhaps, so soon after Captain Flowers death, suggested Mrs. Wheeler.

That has nothing at all to do with it, said the girl. I shall not marry your son, in any case.

Not good enough for you, I suppose? said the other, her eyes snapping. In my time beggars couldnt be choosers.

They cant choose much now, said Poppy, in a low voice; but as you know Im going to a situation on Monday, I shall soon be able to pay off my debt to you: though, of course, I cant repay you for your kindness in letting me live here when I had nowhere else to go.

It isnt me you owe it to, said Mrs. Wheeler. Im sure I couldnt ave afforded to do it whatever Wheeler liked to say if Bob hadnt come forward and paid for you.

Bob? cried Poppy, springing to her feet and dropping her work onto the floor.

Yes, Bob, said the other, melodramatically; im what isnt good enough to be your husband.

I didnt know, said the girl, brokenly; you should have told me. I would sooner starve. I would sooner beg in the streets. I will go at once.

I daresay you know where to go, so I shant worry about you, replied Mrs. Wheeler. You quiet ones are generally the worst.

I am sorry, murmured Poppy; I did not mean to be rude, or ungrateful.

Youre very kind, said Mrs. Wheeler. Is Mr. Fraser up in London?

Im sure I dont know, said the girl, pausing at the door.

Sure to be, though, said Mrs. Wheeler, significantly; you wont ave to starve, my dear. But, there, you know that  some peoples pride is a funny thing.

Miss Tyrell regarded her for a moment in silence and then quitted the room, coming back again from half-way up the stairs to answer a knock at the door. She opened it slowly, and discovered to her horror Mr. Fraser standing upon the doorstep, with a smile which was meant to be propitiatory, but only succeeded in being uneasy.

Is that Mr. Fraser? demanded Mrs. Wheelers voice, shrilly.

Thats me, said Fraser, heartily, as he shook hands with Poppy and entered the room.

I thought you wouldnt be far off, said Mrs. Wheeler, in an unpleasant voice. Poppys been expecting you.

I didnt know that Mr. Fraser was coming, said Poppy, as the helpless man looked from one to the other. I suppose he has come to see you. He has not come to see me.

Yes, I have, said Mr. Fraser, calmly. I wanted

But Miss Tyrell had gone quietly upstairs, leaving him to gaze in a perturbed fashion at the sickly and somewhat malicious face on the sofa.

Whats the matter? he enquired.

Nothing, said Mrs. Wheeler.

Isnt Miss Tyrell well?

So far as Im permitted to know the state of er ealth, she is, was the reply.

Mr. Wheeler well? enquired Fraser, after a long pause.

Very well, I thank you, said Mrs. Wheeler.

And Miss Wheeler, and Bob, and the whole pa  and all of them? said Fraser.

All very well, said Mrs. Wheeler.

His stock of conversation being exhausted he sat glancing uncomfortably round the littered room, painfully conscious that Mrs. Wheeler was regarding him with a glance that was at once hostile and impatient. While he was wondering whether Miss Tyrell had gone upstairs for a permanency, he heard her step on the stairs, and directly afterwards she appeared at the door with her hat and jacket on.

Good-bye, Mrs. Wheeler, she said, gravely.

Good-bye, said Mrs. Wheeler, in the same way that a free-speaking woman would have said Good-riddance.

The girls eyes rested for a moment on Fraser. Then she bade him good-bye, and, opening the door, passed into the street.

Fraser looked at Mrs. Wheeler in perplexity, then, jumping up suddenly as Poppy passed the window, he crossed to the door.

Good-bye, Mrs. Wheeler, he shouted, and, vaguely conscious that something was wrong somewhere, dashed off in pursuit.

Poppy Tyrell, her face pale and her eyes burning, quickened her pace as she heard hurrying footsteps behind her.

I just wanted a few words with you, Miss Tyrell, said Fraser, somewhat breathlessly.

I  I am going on business, said Poppy, in a quiet voice.

I didnt understand Mrs. Wheeler just now, said Fraser. I hope you didnt mind my calling?

Oh, no, said the girl; call as often as you like, but this evening Im busy. Come to-morrow.

This hospitality over-reached itself. Have you left the Wheelers? he enquired, suddenly.

Yes, said Poppy, simply.

Whats the good of telling me to call, then? enquired Fraser, bluntly.

They will be pleased to see you, Im sure, said Miss Tyrell.

Where are you going? asked Fraser.

Miss Tyrell made no reply, except to favour him with a glance which warned him not to repeat the question, and he walked beside her for some time in silence.

Good-bye, she said, suddenly.

Im not going, said Fraser, with artless surprise.

Mr. Fraser, said the girl, reddening with anger, will you please understand that I wish to be alone?

No, said Mr. Fraser, doggedly.

A gentleman would not have to have half as much said to him, said Poppy, trembling.

Well, thank God, Im not a gentleman, said Fraser, calmly.

If I had a father or a brother you would not behave like this, said the girl.

If you had a father or a brother they would do it instead, said Fraser, gently; its just because youve got nobody else that Im looking after you.

Miss Tyrell, who had softened slightly, stiffened again with temper.

You? she said, hotly. What right have you to trouble yourself about me?

No right at all, said Fraser, cheerfully, but Im going to do it. If youve left the Wheelers, where are you going?

Miss Tyrell, gazing straight in front of her, made no reply.

Wont you tell me? persisted the other.

Im not going anywhere, said Poppy, stopping suddenly and facing him. Ive got a new berth next Monday, and to-morrow morning I am going to see them to ask them to employ me at once.

And to-night? suggested the other.

I shall go for a walk, said the girl. Now that you know all about my concerns, will you please go?

Walk? repeated Fraser. Walk? What, all night? You cant do it  you dont know what its like. Will you let me lend you some money? You can repay me as soon as you like.

No, thank you.

For my sake? he suggested.

Miss Tyrell raised her eyebrows.

Im a bad walker, he explained.

The reply trembling on Miss Tyrells lips realised that it was utterly inadequate to the occasion, and remained unspoken. She walked on in silence, apparently oblivious of the man by her side, and when he next spoke to her made no reply. He glanced at a clock in a bakers shop as they passed, and saw that it was just seven.

In this sociable fashion they walked along the Commercial Road and on to Aldgate, and then, passing up Fenchurch Street, mingled with the crowd thronging homewards over London Bridge. They went as far as Kennington in this direction, and then the girl turned and walked back to the City. Fraser, glancing at the pale profile beside him, ventured to speak again.

Will you come down to Wapping and take my cabin for the night? he asked, anxiously. The mates away, and I can turn in foard  you can have it all to yourself.

Miss Tyrell, still looking straight in front of her, made no reply, but with another attempt to shake off this pertinacious young man of the sea quickened her pace again. Fraser fell back.

If Im not fit to walk beside you, Ill walk behind, he said, in a low voice; you wont mind that?

In this way they walked through the rapidly thinning streets. It was now dark, and most of the shops had closed. The elasticity had departed from Miss Tyrells step, and she walked aimlessly, noting with a sinking at the heart the slowly passing time. Once or twice she halted from sheer weariness, Fraser halting too, and watching her with a sympathy of which Flower would most certainly have disapproved if he had seen it.

At length, in a quiet street beyond Stratford, she not only stopped, but turned and walked slowly back. Frascr turned too, and his heart beat as he fancied that she intended to overtake him. He quickened his pace in time with the steps behind him until they slackened and faltered; then he looked round and saw her standing in the centre of the pathway with her head bent. He walked back slowly until he stood beside her, and saw that she was crying softly. He placed his hand on her arm.

Go away, she said, in a low voice.

I shall not.

You walked away from me just now.

I was a brute, said Frascr, vehemently.

The arm beneath his hand trembled, and he drew it unresistingly through his own. In the faint light from the lamp opposite he saw her look at him.

Im very tired, she said, and leaned on him trustfully. Were you really going to leave me just now?

You know I was not, said Fraser, simply.

Miss Tyrell, walking very slowly, pondered. I should never have forgiven you if you had, she said, thoughtfully. Im so tired, I can hardly stand. You must take me to your ship.

They walked slowly to the end of the road, but the time seemed very short to Fraser. As far as he was concerned he would willingly have dispensed with the tram which they met at the end and the antique four-wheeler in which they completed their journey to the river. They found a watermans skiff at the stairs, and sat side by side in the stern, looking contentedly over the dark water, as the waterman pulled in the direction of the Swallow, which was moored in the tier. There was no response to their hail, and Fraser himself, clambering over the side with the painter, assisted Miss Tyrell, who, as the daughter of one sailor and the guest of another, managed to throw off her fatigue sufficiently to admire the lines of the small steamer.

Fraser conducted her to the cabin, and motioning her to a seat on the locker, went forward to see about some supper. He struck a match in the forecastle and scrutinised the sleepers, and coming to the conclusion that something which was lying doubled up in a bunk, with its head buried in the pillow, was the cook, shook it vigourously.

Did you want the cook, sir? said a voice from another bunk.

Yes, said Fraser, sharply, as he punched the figure again and again.

Pore cookie aint well, sir, said the seaman, sympathetically; es been very delikit all this evenin; thats the worst o them teetotalers.

All right; thatll do, said the skipper, sharply, as he struck another match, and gave the invalid a final disgusted punch. Wheres the boy?

A small, dirty face with matted hair protruded from the bunk above the cook and eyed him sleepily.

Get some supper, said Fraser, quick.

Supper, sir? said the boy with a surprised yawn.

And be quick about it, said the skipper, and wash you face first and put a comb through your hair. Come, out you get.

The small sleeper sighed disconsolately, and, first extending one slender leg, clambered out and began to dress, yawning pathetically as he did so.

And some coffee, said Fraser, as he lit the lamp and turned to depart.

Bill, said the small boy, indignantly.

Wot dye want? said the seaman.

Elp me to wake that drunken pig up, said the youth, pointing a resentful finger at the cook. I aint goin to do all the work.

You leave im alone, said Bill, ferociously. The cook had been very liberal that evening, and friendship is friendship, after all.

Thats what a chap gets by keeping hisself sober, said the youthful philosopher, as he poured a little cold tea out of the kettle on his handkerchief and washed himself. Other peoples work to do.

He went grumbling up to the galley, and, lighting some sticks, put the kettle on, and then descended to the cabin, starting with genuine surprise as he saw the skipper sitting opposite a pretty girl, who was leaning back in her seat fast asleep.

Cookll be sorry e missed this, he murmured, as he lighted up and began briskly to set the table. He ran up on deck again to see how his fire was progressing, and thrusting his head down the forecastle communicated the exciting news to Bill.

To Fraser sitting watching his sleeping guest it seemed like a beautiful dream. That Poppy Tyrell should be sitting in his cabin and looking to him as her only friend seemed almost incredible. A sudden remembrance of Flower subdued at once the ardour of his gaze, and he sat wondering vaguely as to the whereabouts of that erratic mariner until his meditations were broken by the entrance of the boy with the steaming coffee, followed by Bill bearing a couple of teaspoons.

I nearly went to sleep, said Poppy, as Fraser roused her gently.

She took off her hat and jacket, and Fraser, taking them from her, laid them reverently in his bunk. Then Poppy moved farther along the seat, and, taking some coffee pronounced herself much refreshed.

Ive been very rude to you, she said, softly; but Mrs. Wheeler was very unkind, and said that of course I should go to you. That was why.

Mrs. Wheeler is began Fraser, and stopped suddenly.

Of course it was quite true, said Poppy, healthfully attacking her plate; I did have to come to you.

It was rather an odd way of coming, said Fraser; my legs ache now.

The girl laughed softly, and continued to laugh. Then her eyes moistened, and her face became troubled. Fraser, as the best thing to do, made an excuse and went up on deck, to the discomfort of Bill and the boy, who were not expecting him.

Poppy was calm again by the time he returned, and thanked him again softly as he showed her her bunk and withdrew for the night. Bill and the boy placed their berths at his disposal, but he declined them in favour of a blanket in the galley, where he sat up, and slept but ill all night, and was a source of great embarrassment to the cook next morning when he wanted to enter to prepare breakfast.

Poppy presided over that meal, and it, and the subsequent walk to discover lodgings, are among Frasers dearest memories. He trod on air through the squalid roads by her side, and, the apartments having been obtained, sat on the arm of the armchair  the most comfortable part  and listened to her plans.

And you wont go away without letting me know? he said, as he rose to depart.

Miss Tyrell shook her head, and her eyes smiled at him. You know I wont, she said, softly. I dont want to.

She saw him to the door, and until he had quitted the gate, kept it hospitably open. Fraser, with his head in a whirl, went back to the Swallow.


CHAPTER XVIII.

The prime result of Mrs. Banks nocturnal ramble with Mr. William Green, was a feeling of great bitterness against her old friend, Captain John Barber. Mr. Green, despite her protests, was still a member of the crew of the Foam, and walked about Seabridge in broad daylight, while she crept forth only after sundown, and saw a hidden meaning in every Fine evening, Mrs. Banks, which met her. She pointed out to Captain Barber, that his refusal to dismiss Mr. Green was a reflection upon her veracity, and there was a strange light in her eyes and a strange hardening of her mouth, as the old man said that to comply with her request would be to reflect upon the polite seamans veracity.

Her discomfiture was not lessened by the unbecoming behaviour of her daughter, who in some subtle manner, managed to convey that her acceptance of her mothers version of the incident depended upon the way she treated Mr. Frank Gibson. It was a hard matter to a woman of spirit, and a harder thing still, that those of her neighbours who listened to her account of the affair were firmly persuaded that she was setting her cap at Captain Barber.

To clear her character from this imputation, and at the same time to mark her sense of the captains treatment of her, Mrs. Banks effected a remarkable change of front, and without giving him the slightest warning, set herself to help along his marriage to Mrs. Church.

She bantered him upon the subject when she met him out, and, disregarding his wrathful embarrassment, accused him in a loud voice of wearing his tie in a love-knot. She also called him a turtledove. The conversation ended here, the turtledove going away crimson with indignation and cooing wickedly.

Humbled by the terrors of his position, the proud shipowner turned more than ever to Captain Nibletts for comfort and sympathy, and it is but due to that little man to say that anything he could have done for his benefactor would have given him the greatest delight. He spent much of his spare time in devising means for his rescue, all of which the old man listened to with impatience and rejected with contumely.

Its no good, Nibletts, he said, as they sat in the subdued light of the cabin one evening.

Nothing can be done. If anything could be done, I should have thought of it.

Yes, thats what struck me, said the little skipper, dutifully.

Ive won that womans art, said Captain Barber, miserably; in er anxiety to keep me, the womans natur has changed. Theres nothing she wouldnt do to make sure of me.

Its understandable, said Nibletts.

Its understandable, agreed Captain Barber, but its orkard. Instead o being a mild, amiable sort o woman, all smiles, the fear o losing me has changed er into a determined, jealous woman. She told me herself it was love of me as ad changed her.

You aint written to her, I suppose? asked Nibletts, twisting his features into an expression of great cunning.

Captain Barber shook his head. If youd think afore speaking, Nibletts, he said, severely, youd know as people dont write to each other when theyre in the same house.

The skipper apologised. What I mean to say is this, he said, softly. She hasnt got your promise in writing, and shes done all the talking about it. Im the only one youve spoken to about it, I spose?

Captain Barber nodded.

Well, forget all about it, said Nibletts, in an excited whisper.

Captain Barber looked at him pityingly.

What goodll that do? he asked.

Forget the understanding, continued Nibletts, in a stage whisper, forget everything; forget Captain Flowers death, act as you acted just afore he went. Peoplell soon see as youre strange in your manner, and Ill put the news about as youve been so affected by that affair that your memorys gone.

I was thinking of doing that the other day myself, said Captain Barber, slowly and untruthfully.

I thought you was, from something you said, replied Nibletts.

I think I spoke of it, or I was going to, said Barber.

You did say something, said Nibletts.

I wonder what would be the best way to begin, said Barber, regarding him attentively.

Captain Nibletts nerve failed him at the responsibility.

Its your plan, Captain Barber, he said, impressively, and nobody can tell a man like you how it should be done. It wants acting, and youve got to have a good memory to remember that you havent got a memory.

Say that agin, said Captain Barber, breathing thickly.

Captain Nibletts repeated it, and Captain Barber, after clearing his brain with a glass of spirits, bade him a solemn good-night, and proceeded slowly to his home. The door was opened by Mrs. Church, and a hum of voices from the front room indicated company. Captain Barber, hanging his hat on a peg, entered the room to discover Mrs. Banks and daughter, attended by Mr. Gibson.

Wheres Fred? he asked, slowly, as he took a seat.

Who? said Miss Banks, with a little scream.

Lawk-a-mussy, bless the man, said her mother. I never did.

Not come in yet? asked Barber, looking round with a frightful stare. The Foams up!

The company exchanged glances of consternation.

Why, is he alive? enquired Mrs. Church, sharply.

Alive! repeated Captain Barber. Why shouldnt he be? He was alive yesterday, wasnt he?

There was a dead silence, and then Captain Barber from beneath his shaggy eyebrows observed with delight that Gibson, tapping his forehead significantly, gave a warning glance at the others, while all four sitting in a row watched anxiously for the first signs of acute mania.

I expect hes gone round after you, my dear, said the wily Barber to Miss Banks.

In the circumstances this was certainly cruel, and Gibson coughed confusedly.

Ill go and see, said Miss Banks, hurriedly; come along, mother.

The two ladies, followed by Mr. Gibson, shook hands and withdrew hurriedly. Captain Barber, wondering how to greet Mrs. Church after he had let them out, fixed his eyes on the carpet and remained silent.

Arent you well? enquired the lady, tenderly.

Well, maam? repeated Uncle Barber, with severity.

Maam? said Mrs. Church, in tones of tender reproach; two hours ago I was Laura. Have you been to the Thorn?

What Thorn? demanded Captain Barber, who had decided to forget as much as possible, as the only safe way.

The Thorn Inn, said Mrs. Church, impatiently.

Where is it? enquired Captain Barber, ingenuously.

Mrs. Church looked at him with deep consideration. Why, at the end of the cottages, opposite the Swan.

What Swan? enquired Captain Barber.

The Swan Inn, said Mrs. Church, restraining her temper, but with difficulty.

Where is it? said Uncle Barber, with breezy freshness.

Opposite the Thorn, at the end of the row, said Mrs. Church, slowly.

Well, what about it? enquired Captain Barber.

Nothing, said Mrs. Church, sharply, and proceeded to set supper.

Captain Barber, hugging himself over his scheme, watched her eagerly, evincing a little bewilderment as she brought on a small, unappetizing rind of cheese, bread, two glasses, and a jug of water. He checked himself just in time from asking for the cold fowl and bacon left from dinner, and, drawing his chair to the table, eyed the contents closely.

Only bread and cheese? he said, somewhat peevishly.

Thats all, said Mrs. Church, smiling; bread and cheese and kisses.

Captain Barber tapped his forehead. What did we have for dinner? he asked, suddenly.

Sausages, replied Mrs. Church, blandly; we ate them all.

A piece of Captain Barbers cheese went the wrong way, and he poured himself out some water and drank it hurriedly. Wheres the beer? he demanded.

Youve got the key of the cask, said the housekeeper.

Captain Barber, whose temper was rising, denied it.

I gave it to you this morning, said Mrs. Church; you were going to do something to it, dont you know?

I dont remember, said Uncle Barber, surlily.

Whatever has happened to your memory? said Mrs. Church, sweetly.

My memory, said the trickster, slowly, passing his hand over his brow; why, whats the matter with it?

It doesnt seem quite so good as it was, said the lady, affectionately. Never mind, my memory will have to do for both.

There was enough emphasis on this last sentence to send a little chill through the captains frame.

He said nothing, but keeping his eye on his plate attacked his frugal meal in silence, and soon after-wards went upstairs to bed to think out his position.

If his own memory was defective, Mrs. Churchs was certainly redundant. When he came hurrying in to dinner next day she remembered that he had told her he should not be home to that meal. He was ungallant enough to contemplate a raid upon hers; she, with a rare thoughtfulness, had already eaten it. He went to the Thorn, and had some cold salt beef, and cursed the ingenious Nibletts, now on his way to London, sky-high.

Mrs. Banks came in the next evening with her daughter, and condoled with the housekeeper on the affliction which had already been noised about Seabridge. Mrs. Church, who had accepted her as an ally, but with mental reservations, softly applied a handkerchief to her eyes.

How are you feeling? demanded Mrs. Banks, in the voice of one addressing a deaf invalid.

Im all right, said Barber, shortly.

Thats his pride, said Mrs. Church, mournfully; he wont own to it. He cant remember anything. He pretends he doesnt know me.

Who are you? asked the sufferer, promptly.

Hell get the better of it, said Mrs. Banks, kindly, as her quondam foe wiped her eyes again. If he dont, youd better marry before October.

To say that Captain Barber pricked up his ears at this, indicates but feebly his interest in the remark. He held his breath and looked wildly round the room as the two ladies, deftly ignoring him, made their arrangements for his future.

I dont like to seem to hurry it, said the housekeeper.

No, of course you dont. If he said October, naturally October it ought to be, in the usual way, remarked the other.

I never said October, interrupted the trembling mariner.

Theres his memory again, said Mrs. Banks, in a low voice.

Poor dear, sighed the other.

Well look after your interests, said Mrs. Banks, with a benevolent smile. Dont you remember meeting me by the church the other night and telling me that you were going to marry Mrs. Church in October?

No, bawled the affrighted man.

Clean gone, said Mrs. Church, shaking her head; its no use.

Not a bit, said Mrs. Banks.

October seems rather early, said Mrs. Church, especially as he is in mourning for his nephew.

Theres no reason for waiting, said Mrs. Banks, decidedly. I daresay its his loneliness that makes him want to hurry it. After all, he ought to know what he wants.

I never said a word about it, interposed Captain Barber, in a loud voice.

All right, said Mrs. Banks, indulgently. What are you going to wear, my dear? she added, turning to the housekeeper.

Mrs. Church seemed undecided, and Captain Barber, wiping the moisture from his brow, listened as one in a dream to a long discussion on the possibilities of her wardrobe. Thrice he interrupted, and thrice the ladies, suspending their conversation for a moment, eyed him with tender pity before resuming it.

Me and Frank thought of October, said Elizabeth, speaking for the first time. She looked at Captain Barber, and then at her mother. It was the look of one offering to sell a casting vote.

Octobers early, said the old lady, bridling.

Mrs. Church looked up at her, and then modestly looked down again. Why not a double wedding? she asked, gently.

Captain Barbers voice was drowned in acclamations. Elizabeth kissed Mrs. Church, and then began to discuss her own wardrobe. The owner of the house, the owner of the very chairs on which they were sitting, endeavoured in vain to stop them on a point of order, and discovered to his mortification that a man without a memory is a man without influence. In twenty minutes it was all settled, and even an approximate date fixed. There was a slight movement on the part of Elizabeth to obtain Captain Barbers opinion upon that, but being reminded by her mother that he would forget all about it in half an hours time, she settled it without him.

Im so sorry about your memory, Captain Barber, said Mrs. Banks, as she prepared to depart. I can understand what a loss it is. My memorys a very good one. I never forget anything.

You forget yourself, maam, returned her victim, with unconscious ambiguity, and, closing the door behind her, returned to the parlour to try and think of some means of escaping from the position to which the ingenuity of Captain Nibletts, aided by that of Mrs. Banks, had brought him.


CHAPTER XIX.

OPPONENTS of medicine have hit upon a means of cleansing the system by abstaining for a time from food, and drinking a quantity of fair water. It is stated to clear the eyes and the skin, and to cause a feeling of lightness and buoyancy undreamt of by those who have never tried it. All people, perhaps, are not affected exactly alike, and Captain Flower, while admitting the lightness, would have disdainfully contested any charge of buoyancy. Against this objection it may be said, that he was not a model patient, and had on several occasions wilfully taken steps to remove the feeling of lightness.

It was over a fortnight since his return to London. The few shillings obtained for his watch had disappeared days before; rent was due and the cupboard was empty. The time seemed so long to him, that Poppy and Seabridge and the Foam might have belonged to another period of existence. At the risk of detection he had hung round the Wheelers night after night for a glimpse of the girl for whom he was enduring all these hardships, but without success. He became a prey to nervousness and, unable to endure the suspense any longer, determined to pay a stealthy visit to Wapping and try and see Fraser.

He chose the night on which in the ordinary state of affairs the schooner should be lying alongside the wharf; and keeping a keen lookout for friends and foes both, made his way to the Minories and down Tower Hill. He had pictured it as teeming with people he knew, and the bare street and closed warehouses, with a chance docker or two slouching slowly along, struck him with an odd sense of disappointment. The place seemed changed. He hurried past the wharf; that too was deserted, and after a loving peep at the spars of his schooner he drifted slowly across the road to the Albion, and, pushing the door a little way open, peeped cautiously in. The faces were all unfamiliar, and letting the door swing quietly back he walked on until he came to the Town of Yarmouth.

The public bar was full. Tired workers were trying to forget the labours of the day in big draughts of beer, while one of them had thrown off his fatigue sufficiently to show a friend a fancy step of which he was somewhat vain. It was a difficult and intricate step for a crowded bar, and panic-stricken men holding their beer aloft called wildly upon him to stop, while the barman, leaning over the counter, strove to make his voice heard above the din. The dancers feet subsided into a sulky shuffle, and a tall seaman, removing the tankard which had obscured his face, revealed the honest features of Joe. The sight of him and the row of glasses and hunches of bread and cheese behind the bar was irresistible. The skipper caught a departing customer by the coat and held him.

Do me a favour, old man, he said, heartily.

Wot dye want? asked the other, suspiciously.

Tell that tall chap in there that a friend of his is waiting outside, said Flower, pointing to Joe.

He walked off a little way as the man re-entered the bar. A second or two later, the carman came out alone.

E ses come inside e ses if you want to see im.

I cant, said Flower.

Why not? asked the other, as a horrible suspicion dawned upon him. Strewth, you aint a teetotaler, are you?

No, replied the skipper, but I cant go in.

Well e wont come out, said the other; e seems to be a short-tempered sort o man.

I must see him, said the skipper, pondering. Then a happy thought struck him, and he smiled at his cleverness. Tell him a little flower wants to see him, he said, briskly.

A little wot? demanded the carman, blankly.

A little flower, repeated the other.

Where is she? enquired the carman, casting his eyes about him.

You just say that, said the skipper, hurriedly. You shall have a pint if you do. Hell understand.

It was unfortunate for the other that the skipper had set too high an estimation on Joes intelligence, for the information being imparted to him in the audible tones of confidence, he first gave his mug to Mr. William Green to hold, and then knocked the ambassador down. The loud laugh consequent on the delivery of the message ceased abruptly, and in the midst of a terrific hubbub Joe and his victim, together with two or three innocent persons loudly complaining that they hadnt finished their beer, were swept into the street.

Hell be all right in a minute, mate, said a bystander to Joe, anxiously; dont run away.

Taint so likely, said Joe, scornfully.

Wot did you it me for? demanded the victim, turning a deaf ear to two or three strangers who were cuddling him affectionately and pointing out, in alluring whispers, numberless weak points in Joes fleshly armour.

Ill it you agin if you come into a pub making a fool of me afore people, replied the sensitive seaman, blushing hotly with the recollection of the message.

He told me to, said the carman, pointing to Flower, who was lurking in the background.

The tall seaman turned fiercely and strode up to him, and then, to the scandal of the bystanders and the dismay of Mr. William Green, gave a loud yell and fled full speed up the road. Flower followed in hot pursuit, and owing, perhaps, to the feeling of lightness before mentioned, ran him down nearly a mile farther on, Mr. Green coming in a good second.

Keep orf, panted the seaman, backing into a doorway. Keep  it  orf!

Dont be a fool, Joe, said the skipper.

Keep orf, repeated the trembling seaman.

His fear was so great that Mr. Green, who had regarded him as a tower of strength and courage, and had wormed himself into the tall seamans good graces by his open admiration of these qualities, stood appalled at his idols sudden lack of spirit.

Dont be a fool, Joe, said the skipper, sharply; cant you see its me?

I thought you was drownded, said the trembling seaman, still regarding him suspiciously. I thought you was a ghost.

Feel that, said Flower, and gave him a blow in the ribs which almost made him regret that his first impression was not the correct one.

Im satisfied, sir, he said, hastily.

I was picked up and carried off to Riga: but for certain reasons I neednt go into, I want my being alive kept a dead secret. You mustnt breathe a word to anybody, dye understand? Not a word.

Aye, aye, sir, said Joe; you hear that, Will-yum?

Who the devils this? demanded the skipper, who had not bargained for another confidant.

Its the new and, sir, said Joe. Ill be answerable for im.

Flower eyed the pair restlessly, but Mr. Green assured him with a courtly bow that Mr. Smiths assurances might be relied upon. He hoped he was a gentleman, he said, feelingly.

Some of us thought  I thought, said Joe, with a glance at the skipper, that the mate shoved you overboard.

You always were a fool, commented the skipper.

Yes, sir, said Joe, dutifully, and as they moved slowly back along the road gave him the latest information about Seabridge and the Foam.

The Swallows just come up in the tier, he concluded; and if you want to see Mr. Fraser, Ill go and see if hes aboard.

The skipper agreed, and after exacting renewed assurances of secrecy from both men, waited impatiently in the private bar of the Watermans Arms while they put off from the stairs and boarded the steamer.

In twenty minutes, during which time the penniless skipper affected not to notice the restless glances of the landlord, they returned with Fraser, and a hearty meeting took place between the two men. The famished skipper was provided with meat and drink, while the two A. B.s whetted their thirst in the adjourning bar.

Youve had a rough time, said Fraser, as the skipper concluded a dramatic recital of his adventures.

Flower smiled broadly. Ive come out of it right side uppermost, he said, taking a hearty pull at his tankard; the worst part was losing my money. Still, its all in the days work. Joe tells me that Elizabeth is walking out with Gibson, so you see it has all happened as I bargained for.

Ive heard so, said Fraser.

Its rather soon after my death, said Flower, thoughtfully; shes been driven into it by her mother, I expect. How is Poppy?

Fraser told him.

I couldnt wish her in better hands, Jack, said the other, heartily, when he had finished; one of these days when she knows everything  at least, as much as I shall tell her  shell be as grateful to you as what I am.

Youve come back just in time, said Fraser, slowly; another week, and youd have lost her.

Lost her? repeated Flower, staring.

Shes going to New Zealand, replied the other; shes got some relations there. She met an old friend of her fathers the other day, Captain Martin, master of the Golden Cloud, and he has offered her a passage. They sail on Saturday from the Albert Dock.

Flower pushed the tankard from him, and regarded him in consternation.

She mustnt go, he said, decisively.

Fraser shrugged his shoulders. I tried to persuade her not to, but it was no use. She said there was nothing to stay in England for; shes quite alone, and there is nobody to miss her.

Poor girl, said Flower, softly, and sat crumbling his bread and gazing reflectively at a soda-water advertisement on the wall. He sat so long in this attitude that his companion also turned and studied it.

She mustnt go, said Flower, at length. Ill go down and see her to-morrow night. You go first and break the news to her, and Ill follow on. Do it gently, Jack. Its quite safe; theres nobody she can talk to now; shes left the Wheelers, and Im simply longing to see her. You dont know what it is to be in love, Jack.

What am I to tell her? enquired the other, hastily.

Tell her I was saved, was the reply. Ill do the rest. By Jove, Ive got it.

He banged the table so hard that his plate jumped and the glasses in the bar rattled in protest.

Anything wrong with the grub? enquired the landlord, severely.

Flower, who was all excitement, shook his head.

Because if there is, continued the landlord, Id sooner you spoke of it than smash the table; never mind about hurting my feelings.

He wiped down the counter to show that Flowers heated glances had no effect upon him, withdrawing reluctantly to serve an impatient customer.

Ill go down to-morrow morning to the Golden Cloud and try and ship before the mast, said Flower, excitably; get married out in New Zealand, and then come home when things are settled. What do you think of that, my boy? How does that strike you?

How will it strike Capn Barber? asked Fraser, as soon as he had recovered sufficiently to speak.

Flowers eyes twinkled. Its quite easy to get wrecked and picked up once or twice, he said, cheerfully. Ill have my story pat by the time I get home, even to the names of the craft I was cast away in. And I can say I heard of Elizabeths marriage from somebody I met in New Zealand. Ill manage all right.

The master of the Swallow gazed at him in help-less fascination.

They want hands on the Golden Cloud, he said, slowly; but what about your discharges?

I can get those, said Flower, complacently; a man with money and brains can do anything. Lend me a pound or two before I forget it, will you? And if youll give me Poppys address, Ill be outside the house at seven to-morrow. Lord, fancy being on the same ship with her for three months.

He threw down a borrowed sovereign on the counter, and, ordering some more drinks, placed them on the table. Fraser had raised his to his lips when he set it down again, and with a warning finger called the others attention to the remarkable behaviour of the door communicating with the next bar, which, in open defiance of the fact that it possessed a patent catch of the latest pattern, stood open at least three or four inches.

Draught? questioned Flower, staring at the phenomenon.

The other shook his head. Id forgotten those two chaps, he said, in a low voice; theyve been listening.

Flower shifted in his seat. Id trust Joe anywhere, he said, uneasily, but I dont know about the other chap. If he starts talking at Seabridge Im done. I thought Joe was alone when I sent in for him.

Fraser tapped his chin with his fingers. Ill try and get em to ship with me. I want a couple of hands, he said, slowly. Ill have them under my eye then, and, besides, theyre better at Bittlesea than Seabridge in any case.

He rose noisily, and followed by Flower entered the next bar. Twenty minutes afterwards Flower bade them all a hearty good-night, and Mr. Green, walking back to the schooner with Joe, dwelt complacently on the advantages of possessing a style and address which had enabled them to exchange the rudeness of Ben for the appreciative amiability of Captain Fraser.

Flower was punctual to the minute next evening, and shaking hands hastily with Fraser, who had gone down to the door to wait for him, went in alone to see Miss Tyrell. Fraser, smoking his pipe on the doorstep, gave him a quarter of an hour, and then went upstairs, Miss Tyrell making a futile attempt to escape from the captains encircling arm as he entered the room. Flower had just commenced the recital of his adventures. He broke off as the other entered, but being urged by Miss Tyrell to continue, glanced somewhat sheepishly at his friend before complying.

When I rose to the surface, he said, slowly and saw the ship drawing away in the darkness and heard the cries on board, I swam as strongly as I could towards it. I was weighed down by my clothes, and I had also struck my head going overboard, and I felt that every moment was my last, when I suddenly bumped up against the life-belt. I had just strength to put that on and give one faint hail, and then I think for a time I lost my senses.

Miss Tyrell gave an exclamation of pity; Mr. Fraser made a noise which might have been intended for the same thing.

The rest of it was like a dream, continued Flower, pressing the girls hand; sometimes my eyes were open and sometimes not. I heard the men pulling about and hailing me without being able to reply. By-and-by that ceased, the sky got grey and the water brown; all feeling had gone out of me. The sun rose and burnt in the salt on my face; then as I rose and fell like a cork on the waters, your face seemed to come before me, and I determined to live.

Beautiful, said Fraser, involuntarily.

I determined to live, repeated Flower, glancing at him defiantly. I brushed the wet hair from my eyes, and strove to move my chilled limbs. Then I shouted, and anything more dreary than that shout across the waste of water I cannot imagine, but it did me good to hear my own voice, and I shouted again.

He paused for breath, and Fraser, taking advantage of the pause, got up hurriedly and left the room, muttering something about matches.

He doesnt like to hear of your sufferings, said Poppy.

I suppose not, said Flower, whose eloquence had received a chill, but there is little more to tell. I was picked up by a Russian brig bound for Riga, and lay there some time in a state of fever. When I got better I worked my passage home in a timber boat and landed yesterday.

What a terrible experience, said Poppy, as Fraser entered the room again.

Shocking, said the latter.

And now youve got your own ship again, said the girl, werent your crew delighted to see you?

Ive not seen them yet, said Flower, hesitatingly. I shipped on another craft this morning before the mast.

Before the mast, repeated the girl, in amazement.

Full-rigged ship Golden Cloud bound for New Zealand, said Flower, slowly, watching the effect of his words were to be shipmates.

Poppy Tyrell started up with a faint cry, but Flower drew her gently down again.

Well be married in New Zealand, he said, softly, and then well come back and Ill have my own again. Jack told me you were going out on her. Another man has got my craft; he lost the one he had before, and I want to give him a chance for a few months, poor chap, to redeem his character. Besides, itll be a change. We shall see the world. Itll just be a splendid honeymoon.

You didnt tell Captain Martin? enquired the girl, as she drew back in her chair and eyed him perplexedly.

Not likely, said Flower, with a laugh. Ive shipped in the name of Robert Orth. I bought the mans discharges this morning. Hes lying in bed, poor chap, waiting for his last now, and hoping itll be marked v. g.

Poppy was silent. For a moment her eyes, dark and inscrutable, met Frasers; then she looked away, and in a low voice addressed Flower.

I suppose you know best what is to be done, she said, quietly.

You leave it to me, said Flower, in satisfied tones. Im at the wheel.

There was a long silence. Poppy got up and crossed to the window, and, resting her cheek on her hand, sat watching the restless life of the street. The room darkened slowly with the approach of evening. Flower rose and took the seat opposite, and Fraser, who had been feeling in the way for some time, said that he must go.

You sail to-morrow evening, Jack? said Flower, with a careless half-turn towards him.

About six, was the reply.

We sail Saturday evening at seven, said Flower, and took the girls hand in his own. It will be odd to see you on board, Poppy, and not to be able to speak to you; but we shall be able to look at each other, shant we?

Captain Martin is a strict disciplinarian, said Poppy.

Well he cant prevent us looking at each other, said Flower, and he cant prevent us marrying when we get to the other end. Good-night, Jack. Next time you see us well be an old married couple.

A quick passage and a safe return, said Fraser. Good-night.

Poppy Tyrell just gave him her small hand, and that was all. Flower, giving him a hearty grip, accompanied him as far as the door of the room.

He looked back as he gained the pavement, and the last he saw of them they were sitting at the open window. Flower leaned out and waved his hand in farewell, but Poppy made no sign.


CHAPTER XX.

In the rising seaport of Bittlesea Captain Fraser, walking slowly along the quay on the fateful Saturday, heard the hour of seven strike from the tower of the old church wedged in between the narrow streets at the back of the town. The little harbour with its motley collection of craft vanished; he heard the sharp, hoarse cries of command on the Golden Cloud, and saw the bridge slowly opening to give egress to the tug which had her in tow. He saw her shapely hull and tapering spars glide slowly down the river, while Poppy Tyrell, leaning against the side, took her last look at London. He came back with a sigh to reality: the Swallow had dwindled to microscopical proportions, and looked dirty; Bittlesea itself had the appearance of a village with foolish aspirations to be considered a port, and he noticed, with a strong sense of pity tempered with disdain, the attentions of two young townsmen to a couple of gawky girls in white frocks.

With a feeling that the confinement of the house would be insupportable, he roamed idly about until the day gave place to twilight, and the red eye of the lightship on the horizon peeped suddenly across the water. Bittlesea was dull to aching point; a shirt-sleeved householder or two sat in his fragrant front-garden smoking, and a murmur of voices and shag tobacco floated out from tavern doorways. He paced up and down the quay, until the necessity of putting a stop to the vagaries of his crew furnished him with a little wholesome diversion.

In their quest for good beer Mr. Green and Joe had left themselves in the hands of the other members of the crew, and had gone off with them in a body to the Cap and Bells, where, in a most pointed fashion, Mr. Green, who had been regarding the firemans complexion for some time with much displeasure, told the boy to go back to the ship and get his face washed.

Hes all right, aint you, Tommy? said the cook, coming to the rescue.

Boys ought to keep their faces clean, said Mr. Green, impressively; theres nothing more unpleasant than a face what wants washing. You dont want to grow up like that, do you? Look at it, Joe.

It might be cleaner, said Joe, thus appealed to, slowly; likewise it might be dirtier.

It might be much dirtier, said Mr. Green, emphatically; anybody with eyes in their ed can see that.

There was an awkward pause, during which the fireman, with one eye peeping furtively from be-yond the rim of a quart pot, saw both Joe and the cook kick Mr. Greens foot to call his attention to the fact that his words might be misconstrued by another member of the party.

I ate toffs, he said, deliberately, as he placed his mug on the counter.

Theyre all right when you know em, Charlie, said Joe, who was averse to having the evening spoiled at that early hour.

A real toffs bad enough, continued the fireman, but a himitation one  pah! He buried his face in the pewter again, and laughed discordantly.

You go aboard and wash you face, Tommy, repeated Mr. Green. I should think youd find plenty o soap in Charlies bunk.

Do you know what you want? demanded the fireman, regarding him fixedly.

I know what you want, said Mr. Green, with a supercilious smile.

Oh! Wot? said the other.

The polite seaman rose to his feet and watched him carefully. A banjo, he replied.

It was not the reply according to time-honoured formula, and Charlie, who was expecting something quite different, was at no pains to hide his perplexity. A banjo? he repeated, slowly, a banjo  a ban  ?

Light came to him suddenly, and he flew at Mr. Green with his fists whirling. In a second the bar was in an uproar, and the well-meant and self-preservative efforts of Joe and the cook to get the combatants into the street were frustrated by people outside blocking up the doors. They came out at last, and Fraser, who was passing, ran over just in time to save Mr. Green, who was doing his best, from the consequences of a somewhat exaggerated fastidiousness. The incident, however, afforded a welcome distraction, and having seen Mr. Green off in the direction of the steamer, while the fireman returned to the public-house, he bent his steps homewards and played a filial game at cards with his father before retiring.

They sailed for London the following afternoon, Mr. Green taking a jaundiced view of the world from a couple of black eyes, while the fireman openly avowed that only the economical limitations of Nature prevented him from giving him more. Fraser, a prey to gentle melancholy, called them to order once or twice, and then left them to the mate, a man whose talent for ready invective was at once the admiration and envy of his peers.

The first night in London he spent on board, and with pencil and paper sat down to work out the position of the Golden Cloud. He pictured her with snowy pinions outspread, passing down Channel. He pictured Poppy sitting on the poop in a deck-chair and Flower coming as near as his work would allow, exchanging glances with her. Then he went up on deck, and, lighting his pipe, thought of that never-to-be-forgotten night when Poppy had first boarded the Foam.

The next night his mood changed, and unable to endure the confinement of the ship, he went for a lonely tramp round the streets. He hung round the Wheelers, and, after gazing at their young barbarians at play, walked round and looked at Flowers late lodgings. It was a dingy house, with broken railings and an assortment of papers and bottles in the front garden, and by no means calculated to relieve depression. From there he instinctively wandered round to the lodgings recently inhabited by Miss Tyrell.

He passed the house twice, and noted with gloom the already neglected appearance of her front window. The Venetian blind, half drawn up, was five or six inches higher one side than the other, and a vase of faded flowers added to the forlornness of the picture. In his present state of mind the faded blooms seemed particularly appropriate, and suddenly determining to possess them, he walked up the steps and knocked at the door, trembling like a young housebreaker over his first job.

I think I left my pipe here the other night, he stammered to the small girl who opened it.

Ill swear you didnt, said the small damsel, readily.

Can I go up and see? enquired Fraser, handing her some coppers.

The small girl relented, and even offered to assist him in his search, but he waved her away, and going upstairs sat down and looked drearily round the shabby little room. An execrable ornament of green and pink paper in the fireplace had fallen down, together with a little soot; there was dust on the table, and other signs of neglect. He crossed over to the window and secured two or three of the blooms, and was drying the stalks on his handkerchief when his eye suddenly lighted on a little white ball on the mantel-piece, and, hardly able to believe in his good fortune, he secured a much-darned pair of cotton gloves, which had apparently been forgotten in the hurry of departure. He unrolled them, and pulling out the little shrivelled fingers, regarded them with mournful tenderness. Then he smoothed them out, and folding them with reverent fingers, placed them carefully in his breastpocket. He then became conscious that somebody was regarding his antics with amazement from the doorway.

Mr. Fraser! said a surprised voice, which tried to be severe.

Mr. Fraser bounded from his chair, and stood regarding the intruder with a countenance in which every feature was outvying the other in amazement.

I thought  you  were on the Golden Cloud, he stammered.

Miss Tyrell shook her head and looked down. I missed the ship, she said, pensively.

Missed the ship? shouted the other; missed the ship? Did Flower miss it too?

Im afraid not, said Miss Tyrell, even more pensively than before.

Good heavens, I never heard of such a thing, said Fraser; how ever did you manage to do it?

I went to lie down a little while on Saturday afternoon, said Poppy, reflectively; Id got my box packed and everything ready; when I got up it was past seven oclock, and then I knew it was no use. Ships wont wait, you know.

Fraser gazed at her in amaze. In his minds eye he still saw the deck of the Golden Cloud; but Poppys deck-chair was empty, and Flower, in place of exchanging glances with her, was walking about in a state equally compounded, of wrath and bewilderment.

And you had given up your berth in the City? said Fraser, at length, in concern.

The consciousness of a little colour in her cheek which she could not repress affected Miss Tyrells temper. No, she said, sharply.

Didnt you intend to go, then? asked the bewildered Fraser.

I  oh, will you give me my gloves, please, before I forget them? said Miss Tyrell, coldly.

It was Frasers turn to colour, and he burnt a rich crimson as he fished them out.

I was going to take care of them for you, he said, awkwardly. I came to look after a pipe I thought Id left here.

I saw you taking care of them, was the reply.

There was a pause, during which Miss Tyrell took a seat and, folding her hands in her lap, gazed at him with the calm gaze which comes of perfect misdoing and the feminine determination not to own up to it. The room was no longer shabby, and Fraser was conscious of a strange exaltation.

I understood that you had given notice in the City, he said, slowly; but Im very glad that you didnt.

Miss Tyrell shook her head, and stooping down adjusted the fire-stove ornament.

Didnt you intend to go? repeated the tactful seaman.

Id left it open, said Miss Tyrell, thoughtfully; I hadnt definitely accepted Captain Martins invitation. You jump at conclusions so, but of course when I found that Captain Flower had shipped before the mast for my sake, why, I had to go.

So you had, said Fraser, staring.

There was no help for it, continued Miss Tyrell.

Didnt seem like it, said the more accurate Fraser.

His head was in a whirl, and he tried vainly to think of the exact terms in which she had announced her intention to emigrate, and combated the objections which he thought himself justified in advancing. He began to remember in a misty, un-certain fashion that they were somewhat vague and disjointed, and for one brief moment he wondered whether she had ever had any idea of going at all. One glance at the small figure of probity opposite was enough, and he repelled the idea as unworthy.

I believe that you are sorry I didnt go, said Poppy, suddenly.

Im sorry for Flower, said the other.

He will be back in six or seven months, said Poppy, gently; that will soon pass away. I shall not be very old to marry even then. Perhaps it is all for the best  I dont like

Dont like? prompted Fraser.

Dont like to be hurried, continued Miss Tyrell, looking down.

There was another pause. The girl got up and, walking to the window, gazed out upon the street.

There is a nice air in the streets now, she said at length, without turning round.

Fraser started. Politeness and inclination fought with conscience. The allies won, but inclination got none of the credit.

Would you care to go for a walk? he asked.

Miss Tyrell turned and regarded him with an unmistakable air of surprise.

No, thank you, she said, in a manner which indicated reproof.

Fraser shifted restlessly. I thought that was what you meant, he said, indignantly.

You jump at conclusions, as I said before, remarked Miss Tyrell. It wouldnt be right.

I dont see any harm in it, said Fraser, stoutly; weve been before, and Flower knows of it.

The girl shook her head. No, she said, firmly.

To her surprise, that ended the matter. The rattle of traffic and the hum of voices came in at the open window; the room seemed unwontedly quiet by contrast. Miss Tyrell sat reaping the empty reward of virtue, and bestowing occasional glances on the fine specimen of marine obtuseness in the armchair.

I hope that I am not keeping you from a walk, she observed, at length.

No, said Fraser.

He rose in confusion, wondering whether this was a hint for him to go, and after a supreme mental effort decided that it was, and murmured something about getting back to the ship. Poppy shook hands with him patiently. It is always a sad thing to see a fine young man lacking in intelligence. Some of her pity perhaps showed in her eyes.

Are you going? she asked, with a shade of surprise in her voice.

Fraser gazed at her in perplexity. I suppose so, he murmured.

Which means that you want a walk, but dont like leaving me here alone, I suppose, said Miss Tyrell, resignedly. Very well, I will come.

She left him for a moment in search of her hat, and then, putting aside the gloves she was about to don in favour of those he had endeavoured to secrete, led the way downstairs. Her composure was sufficient for two, which was just the quantity required at that moment.


CHAPTER XXI.

The summer passed quickly. All too quickly for Captain Barber, who said that it was the shortest he ever remembered. But, then, his memory, although greatly improved, was still none of the best, many things which Mrs. Church fondly and frequently referred to having escaped it altogether.

He even forgot that he was to be married in October, and in these circumstances Mrs. Gibson, Miss Banks, and Mrs. Church put their banns up. This acted as a specific, and Captain Barber, putting the best face he could on the matter, went and interviewed the verger on his own behalf.

The wedding-day found him resigned, but dazed, The morning air was crisp and chill, with a faint odour of dead leaves and the aromatic smell of chrysanthemums which decked the front garden. The house was as clean as a new pin, or the deck of the Foam, which, having been thoroughly scrubbed down in honour of the occasion, was now slowly drying in the sun. Down below, the crew, having finished their labours for the day, were anxiously attiring themselves in their Sunday best.

The grizzled head of Ben popped out at the companion and sniffed heartily at the smell of wet deck. His coat was of black, and his new boots creaked deliciously as he slowly paced the deck and affected ignorance of the little cluster of heads at the forecastle hatch. He went below again, and a murmur, gentle but threatening, rose against Tim.

You wait, said the youth, sharply.

If youve made me waste eighteenpence, Timmy, said a stout A. B. named Jones, the Lord ha mercy on you, cos I wont.

The cook, who was clinging to the ladder with his head level with the deck, gave an excited gasp. Tims all right, he said; look there.

The last words were jerked out of him by reason of the weight of his friends, who were now leaning on him, breathing heavily under the stress of strong excitement. Ben was on deck again, and in an obviously unconcerned manner was displaying a silk hat of great height to all who cared to look. The mates appearance alone, without the flags which dressed the schooner, would have indicated a festival.

Three or four labourers sunning themselves on the quay were much impressed and regarded him stolidy; a fisherman, presuming upon the fact that they both earned their living on the water, ventured to address him.

Now, then, said Jones, as he took something reverently from an empty bunk, whos going up fust?

I aint, said Tim.

Wot about you, cookie? said Jones.

Well, wot about me? demanded the other.

I thought praps youd like to lead the way, said Mr. Jones, mildly.

You thought wrong, then, said the cook, shortly.

It was jist a compliment, urged Mr. Jones.

I dont like flattery, said the cook; never did.

Mr. Jones sighed and shook his head irresolutely. The other A.B. patted him on the back.

You look a fair bloomin treat, he said, heartily. You go up fust; you look as though youve slep in one amost.

None o your larks, you know, remarked Mr. Jones, with suspicious sourness; no backing out of it and leavin me there by myself.

There was a chorus of virtuous but profane indignation. It was so indignant that Mr. Jones apologised, and stood for some time regarding the article in his hand with the face of a small child eyeing a large powder. Then he clapped it on his head and went on deck.

The mate was just talking to the fisherman about an uncle of his (born since his promotion) who had commanded a brig, when his voice failed him, and he gazed open-mouthed at a stout seaman who had just come up on deck. On the stout seamans face was the look of one who sees a vision many miles off; on the stout seamans head was a high hat of antique pattern which had suffered in the brushing. To avoid the mates eye he folded his arms and, leaning over the side, gazed across the river. Words trembled on the mates lips, but they died away in a squeak as a little top-hatted procession of three issued coyly from the forecastle and, ranging itself beside Mr. Jones, helped him to look across the river.

I never did, said the fisherman. What are we a-coming to?

The mate did not stay to inform him. He walked hastily to the quartette and, bursting with rage, asked Jones what he meant by it.

Mean by wot, sir? asked Jones, in surprise.

Top-hats, said the mate, choking.

The four turned and regarded him stolidly, keeping as close together as possible for the sake of moral support and the safety of their head-gear.

For the weddin, sir, said Jones, as though that explained everything.

You take em off, said the mate, sharply. I wont let you wear em.

I beg your pardin, said Jones, with great politeness, we got these ere ats for the weddin, an were a-goin to wear em.

He took the offending article off and brushed it tenderly with his coat-sleeve, while the furious mate looked assault and battery at the other three. Tim, whose hat came well down over his eyes, felt comparatively safe; but the cook, conscious that his perched lightly on the top of his head, drew back a pace. Then he uttered an exclamation as Captain Nibletts, who was officiating as best man, came hurriedly down the cliff.

Hats? said the little skipper, disengaging himself from the mates grasp, as he came on board. Yes, I dont mind.

Wot about Captin Barber? demanded the mate, impressively.

If they was pudding-basins e wouldnt mind, said Nibletts, testily; hes that nervous e dont know what es doing hardly. He was raving like a madman for five minutes cos e couldnt fasten his collar, and then I found hed forgot to put his shirt on. He dont care.

He hurried down to the cabin and then came bustling up again. His small face was strained with worry, and the crew eyed him respectfully as he came forward and dealt out white satin favours.

Capin Barberll be all right with you looking arter im, sir, said Jones, with strong conviction.

That he will, said the cook, nodding.

Theres some whisky in a bottle in my locker, cook, said Nibletts, dancing about nervously; give the hands one drink each, cook. Only one, mind.

The men thanked him, and with kindly eyes watched him go ashore. The cook went down for the whisky, and Tim, diving into the forecastle, brought up four mugs.

He must ha meant another bottle, said Jones, as the cook came slowly up again with a bottle containing one dose.

There aint another, said the cook; hes alf off is ed.

There was a pained silence. We must toss for it, said Jones, at length; that is, unless you chaps dont want it.

Toss, said three voices speaking as one.

Jones sighed, and the coins were produced. The prize fell to Tim, and he leaned against the windlass and slowly poured the yellow liquid into his mug.

Theres more than I thought there was, remarked Mr. Jones, in surprise.

Bottles is deceiving, said the cook.

It aint the fust toss as Tim as won, said the third man, darkly.

The ordinary seaman made no reply, but, stepping over to the water-cask, added with great care a little water.

Heres your ealth, chaps, he said, good-naturedly, as he drank, and may you never want a drink.

Youve never drunk all that, Tim? said Mr. Jones, anxiously.

Tim shook his head. Theres too much to drink all at once, he said, gravely, and sat, with the mug on his knee, gazing ashore. Its warming me all over, he mused. I never tasted sich whisky afore. Im in a gentle glow.

So was the cook; a glow which increased to fever heat as the youth raised the mug to his lips again, and slowly drained it and handed it to him to wash up.

A little later the men went ashore, and strolling aimlessly up and down the road, passed the time in waiting for the ceremony and making sudden dashes after small boys who were throwing at their hats and hitting their heads.

Seabridge itself was quiet, but Mrs. Banks house was in a state of ferment. Ladies with pins in their mouths wandered about restlessly until, coming into the orbit of one of the brides, they stuck one or two into her and then drew back to behold the effect. Miss Banks, in white satin, moved about stiffly; Mrs. Church, in heliotrope, glanced restlessly up the road every time she got near the window.

Now you sit down, said one lady, at length, both of you. All youve got to do now is to wait for the gentlemen.

It was whispered that Mr. Gibsons delay was due to the fact that he had gone up for Captain Barber, and as time passed a certain restlessness became apparent in the assembly, and sympathetic glances were thrown in the direction of Mrs. Church. Places at the window were at a premium, and several guests went as far as the garden gate and looked up the road. Still no Captain Barber.

Its time they were here, said Mrs. Banks at last, in a stern voice.

There was a flutter at the gate, and a pretty girl heliographed with her eyes that the parties of the other part were in sight. A minute or two later they came into sight of the window. Captain Barber, clad in beautiful raiment, headed the cortège, the rear of which was brought up by the crew of the Foam and a cloud of light skirmishers which hovered on their flanks. As they drew near, it was noticed that Captain Barbers face was very pale, and his hands trembled, but he entered the house with a firm step and required no assistance.

Of his reception there was never for a moment any doubt. Young matrons smiled and shook their heads at him, middle-aged matrons took him by the hand, while old ladies committed themselves to the statement that they had seen matrimony in his eye for years. He received the full measure accorded to a very distinguished convert, and, taking a chair placed against the wall, surveyed the company with the air of a small boy who has strayed into a hostile alley. A little natural curiosity found vent.

Now, what first put it into your head to get married? ask one fair enquirer.

Mrs. Church, said the ex-mariner, simply.

Yes, of course, said the matron; but was it love at first sight, or did it grow on you before you knew it?

Captain Barber blushed. It growed on me afore I knew it, he replied, fervently.

I suppose, said a lady of a romantic turn of mind, that you didnt know what was happening at first?

I did not, maam, agreed the Captain, in trembling tones. Nobody was more surprised than wot I was.

How strange, said two or three voices.

They regarded him tenderly, and the youngest bridesmaid, a terrible child of ten, climbed up on his knee and made audible comparisons between the two bridegrooms, which made Mr. Gibson smile.

Time we started, said Mrs. Banks, raising her voice above the din. Capin Barber, you and Mr. Gibson and the other gentlemen had better get to the church.

The men got up obediently, and in solemn silence formed up in the little passage, and then started for the church some two hundred yards distant, the crew of the Foam falling in behind unchallenged.

To this day Captain Barber does not know how he got there, and he resolutely declines to accept Captain Nibletts version as the mere offspring of a disordered imagination. He also denies the truth of a statement circulated in the town that night that, instead of replying to a leading question in the manner plainly laid down in the Church Service, he answered, I suppose so.

He came out of the church with a buzzing in his ears and a mist before his eyes. Something was clinging to his arm, which he tried several times to shake off. Then he discovered that it was Mrs. Barber.

Of the doings of the crew of the Foam that night it were better not to speak. Suffice it to say that when they at length boarded their ship Tim was the only one who still possessed a hat, and in a fit of pride at the circumstance, coupled, perhaps, with other reasons, went to bed in it. He slept but ill, however, and at 4 A. M., the tide being then just on the ebb, the only silk hat in the forecastle went bobbing up and down on its way to the sea.


CHAPTER XXII.

A FINE October gave way to a damp and dreary November; a month of mists and fogs, in which shipping of all sizes and all nations played blind mans buff at sea, and felt their way, mere voices crying in the wilderness, up and down the river. The Swallow, with a soul too large for its body, cannoned a first-class battleship off the Medway, and with a thoughtfulness too often lacking at sea, stood by and lowered a boat, whereupon the captain, who had been worrying about his paint, invented, in his surprise, a brand-new adjective for the use of senior officers of the British Navy.

Over three months had elapsed since the Golden Cloud set out on her long voyage; three months during which Fraser, despite his better sense, had been a constant visitor of Poppy Tyrells, and had assisted her in the search for fresh lodgings to avoid the attentions of Mr. Bob Wheeler, who, having discovered her whereabouts, had chosen to renew his suit.

On two or three occasions the girl had accompanied him on board the steamer, and at such times it was Mr. Greens pleasure to wink in a frenzied manner at Mr. Joe Smith and to make divers bets of pints of beer, which made that thirsty soul half crazy to listen to. He also said that any one with half an eye could see what was in the wind.

And a very nice couple theyll make, too, said Joe, solemnly.

An what about Capin Flower? suggested Mr. Green; shes evident the young lady he was talking about that night, and Tommys heard em speaking about him once or twice, too.

Joe shuffled uneasily. He was beginning to entertain a considerable regard for his new skipper, dating from the time he discovered that his sinister suspicions concerning him were unfounded. He had moreover conceived a dog-like admiration for Poppy Tyrell.

Thats is business, he said, shortly; judging by what you eard in that pub, Capin Flower knows where to put is hand on one or two more if e wants em.

He walked off in dudgeon, ignoring a question by Mr. Green as to whose foot kep the door open, and felt dimly the force of the diction that no man can serve two masters; and, with a view to saving himself worry, dismissed the matter from his mind until some weeks afterwards it was forcibly revived by the perusal of a newspaper which the engineer had brought on board. Without giving himself time for due reflection, he ran up on deck and approached the skipper.

Golden Clouds in the paper as overdue, sir, he said, respectfully.

What is? enquired Fraser, sharply.

Golden Cloud, sir; boat Capin Flower is on, said Joe, slowly.

Fraser regarded him sternly. What do you know about it? he asked.

Joe looked round helplessly. At such moments Willyum Green was a tower of strength, but at the present time he was fooling about helping the ships cat to wash itself.

What do you know about it? repeated Fraser.

Will-yum told me, sir, said Joe, hastily.

Mr. Green being summoned, hastily put down the cat and came aft, while Joe, with a full confidence in his friends powers, edged a few feet away, and listened expectantly as the skipper interrogated him.

Yes, sir, I did tell Joe, sir, he answered, with a reproachful glance at that amateur. I met Capin Flower that evening again, late, an he told me himself. Im sorry to see by this mornings paper that his ship is overdue.

Thatll do, said Fraser, turning away.

The men moved off slowly, Mr. Greens reproaches being forestalled by the evidently genuine compliments of Joe.

If Id got a ead like you, Will-yum, he said, enviously, Id be a loryer or a serlicitor, or some-think o the kind.

Days passed and ran into weeks, but the Golden Cloud was still unspoken. Fraser got a paper every day when ashore, but in vain, until at length one morning, at Bittlesea, in the news columns of the Daily Telegraph, the name of the missing ship caught his eye. He folded the paper hurriedly, and breathed hard as he read:  

Missing ship, Golden Cloud.

Rio Janeiro, Thursday.

The barque Foxglove, from Melbourne to Rio Janeiro, has just arrived with five men, sole survivors of the ship Golden Cloud, which they report as sunk in collision with a steamer, name unknown, ten weeks out from London. Their names are Smith, Larsen, Petersen, Collins and Gooch. No others saved.

In a dazed fashion he read the paragraph over and over again, closely scanning the names of the rescued men. Then he went up on deck, and beckoning to Joe, pointed with a trembling finger to the fatal paragraph. Joe read it slowly.

And Capin Flower wasnt one o them, sir? he asked, pointing to the names.

Fraser shook his head, and both men stood for some time in silence.

Hes done it this time, and no mistake, said Joe, at last. Well, e was a good sailorman and a kind master.

He handed the paper back, and returned to his work and to confer in a low voice with Green, who had been watching them. Fraser went back to the cabin, and after sitting for some time in a brown study, wrote off to Poppy Tyrell and enclosed the cutting.

He saw her three days later, and was dismayed and surprised to find her taxing herself with being the cause of the adventurous mariners death.

He would never have heard of the Golden Cloud if it hadnt been for me, she said, trembling. His death is at my door.

Fraser tried to comfort her and straining metaphor to the utmost, said that if the finger of Providence had not made her oversleep herself she would undoubtedly have shared the same fate.

The girl shook her head.

He shipped before the mast for the sake of being on the same ship as I was, she said, with quivering lip; it is not every man who would have done that, and I  I

Overslept yourself, said Fraser, consolingly.

Miss Tyrell made an impatient gesture, but listened hopefully as her visitor suggested that it was quite possible Flower had got away in another boat.

Ill watch the paper every day, she said, brightening; you miss some at sea.

But nothing came of the watching. The Golden Cloud had had its obituary in the paper in large type, and that was all  a notice to certain women and children scattered about Europe to go into mourning and to the owners to get another ship.

By the end of the couple of months Fraser had given up all hope. He was very sorry for his unfortunate friend, but his sorrow was at times almost tempered by envy as he pondered over the unexpected change which had come over his relations with Poppy Tyrell. The old friendly footing had disappeared, and her manner had become distant as though, now that the only link which connected them was broken, there was no need for further intercourse. The stiffness which ensued made his visits more and more difficult. At last he missed calling one night when he was in London, and the next time he called the girl was out. It was a fortnight before he saw her, and the meeting was embarrassing to both.

Im sorry I was out last time you came, said Poppy.

It didnt matter, said Fraser.

Conversation came to a standstill. Miss Tyrell, with her toes on the fender, gazed in a contemplative fashion at the fire. I didnt know   began Fraser, who was still standing.

He cleared his voice and began again. I didnt know whether you would rather I left off coming, he said, slowly.

Her gaze travelled slowly from the fire to his face. You must please yourself, she said, quietly.

I would rather please you, he said, steadily.

The girl regarded him gravely. It is rather inconvenient for you sometimes, she suggested, and I am afraid that I am not very good company.

Fraser shook his head eagerly. It is not that at all, he said hastily.

Poppy made no reply, and there was another long silence. Then Fraser advanced and held out his hand.

Good-bye, he said, quietly.

Good-bye, said the girl. She smiled brightly, and got up to see him downstairs.

I wanted to say something before I went, said Fraser, slowly, as he paused at the street-door, and I will say it.

Miss Tyrell, raising her eyebrows somewhat at his vehemence, waited patiently.

I have loved you from the moment I saw you, said Fraser, and I shall go on loving you till I die. Good-bye.

He pressed her hand again, and walked down the little front garden into the street. At the gate he paused and looked round at Poppy still standing in the lighted doorway; he looked round again a few yards down the street, and again farther on. The girl still stood there; in the momentary glimpse he had of her he fancied that her arm moved. He came back hastily, and Miss Tyrell regarded him with unmistakable surprise.

I thought  you beckoned me, he stammered.

Thought I beckoned you? repeated the girl.

I thought so, murmured Fraser. I beg your pardon, and turned confusedly to go again.

So  I  did, said a low voice.

Fraser turned suddenly and faced her; then, as the girl lowered her eyes before his, he re-entered the house, and closing the door led her gently upstairs.

I didnt like you to go like that, said Miss Tyrell, in explanation, as they entered her room.

Fraser regarded her steadfastly and her eyes smiled at him. He drew her towards him and kissed her, and Miss Tyrell, trembling with something which might have been indignation, hid her face on his shoulder.

For a long time, unless certain foolish ejaculations of Frasers might count as conversation, they stood silent; then Poppy, extricating herself from his arm, drew back and regarded him seriously.

It is not right, she said, slowly; you forget.

It is quite right, said Fraser; it is as right as anything can be.

Poppy shook her head. It has been wrong all along, she said, soberly, and Captain Flower is dead in consequence. I never intended to go on the Golden Cloud, but I let him go. And now hes dead. He only went to be near me, and while he was drowning I was going out with you. I have been very wicked.

Fraser protested, and, taking her hand, drew her gently towards him again.

He was very good to my father, said Poppy, struggling faintly. I dont think I can.

You must, said Fraser, doggedly; Im not going to lose you now. It is no good looking at me like that. It is too late.

He kissed her again, secretly astonished at his own audacity, and the high-handed way in which he was conducting things. Mixed with his joy was a half-pang, as he realised that he had lost his fear of Poppy Tyrell.

I promised my father, said the girl, presently. I did not want to get married, but I did not mind so much Until

Until, Fraser reminded her, fondly.

Until it began to get near, said the girl; then I knew.

She took her chair by the fire again, and Fraser, placing his beside it, they sat hand in hand discussing the future. It was a comprehensive future, and even included Captain Flower.

If he should be alive, after all, said Poppy, with unmistakable firmness, I shall still marry him if he wishes it.

Fraser assented. If he should ever turn up again, he said, deliberately, I will tell him all about it. But it was his own desire that I should watch over you if anything happened to him, so he is as much to blame as I am. If he had lived I should never have said a word to you. You know that.

I know, said Poppy, softly.

Her hand trembled in his, and his grasp tightened as though nothing should loosen it; but some thousands of miles away Captain Flower, from the deck of a whaler, was anxiously scanning the horizon in search of the sail which was to convey him back to England.


CHAPTER XXIII.

Time as it rolled on set at rest any doubts Miss Tyrell might have had concerning the fate of Captain Flower, and under considerable pressure from Fraser, she had consented to marry him in June. The only real reason for choosing that month was, that it was close at hand, though Fraser supplied her with several others to choose from. Their engagement could hardly have been said to have been announced, for with the exception of old Mr. Fraser and the crew of the Swallow, who had gleaned the fact for themselves without any undue strain on their intellects, there was nobody to tell.

The boy was the first to discover it. According to his own indignant account, he went down to the cabin to see whether there was anything he could do, and was promptly provided with three weeks hard labour by his indignant skipper. A little dissertation in which he indulged in the forecastle on division of labour met with but scant response; Joe said that work was good for boys, and Mr. Green said that he knew a boy who worked eighteen hours a day, and then used to do sums in his sleep to improve his education. The other men set their wits to work then, and proved to have so large an acquaintance with a type of boy that Tommy loathed, that he received a mild chastisement for impertinence to his elders and betters.

It wanted but two days to the wedding. The Swallow was lying in the river, her deck unoccupied except for Mr. Green and the boy, who were smoking in the bows, and the ships cat, which, with one eye on Mr. Green, was stalking the frying-pan. Fraser had gone ashore on business connected with his wedding-garments, and Poppy Tyrell, with all her earthly belongings in a couple of boxes, sat in the cabin dreaming of her future.

A boat bumped against the side of the steamer, and Mr. Green, looking round, observed the long form of Joe scrambling over the side. His appearance betokened alarm and haste, and Mr. Green, after a brief remark on the extravagance, not to say lordliness, of a watermans skiff when a hail would have taken the ships boat to him, demanded to know what was the matter.

Send that boy below, said Joe, hastily.

What for? enquired the gentleman interested, rebelliously.

You go below, repeated Joe, sternly, fore I take you by the scruff o your little neck and drop you down.

The boy, with a few remarks about the rights of man in general and ships boys in particular, took his departure, and Joe, taking the startled Mr. Green by the arm, led him farther aft.

Youve got a ead on you Will-yum, I know, he said, in a fierce whisper.

People have said so, remarked the other, modestly. Whats the row?

For answer, Joe pointed to the cabin, and that with so much expression on his features that Mr. Green, following his gaze, half expected to see something horrible emerge from the companion.

Its all up, said the tall seaman, poetically. You can put the wedding-dress away in brown paper, and tell the church bells as there is no call for em to ring: Capn Flower has turned up agin.

WHAT? cried the astonished Mr. Green.

I see im, replied Joe. I was just goin on the wharf as I passed to speak to old George, when I see im talking to im. He didnt see me, an I come off ere as fast as my legs could carry me. Now, wots to be done? Youve got the ead-piece.

Mr. Green scratched the article in question and smiled feebly.

Ony two days, and they would ha been married, said Joe; bit ard, aint it? Im glad as I can be as hes safe, but he might ha waited a day or two longer.

Did George seem scared? enquired his friend.

Wots that got to do with it? demanded Joe, violently. Are you goin to set that ead-piece to work or are you not?

Mr. Green coughed confusedly, and attempted to think with a brain which was already giddy with responsibility.

I dont want to do anything that isnt straight and gentlemanly, he remarked.

Straight? repeated Joe. Look ere! Capn Frasers our old man, aint he? Very good, its our dooty to stand by im. But, besides that, its for the young ladys sake: its easy to see that shes as fond of him as she can be, and shes that sort o young lady that if she come up now and told me to jump overboard, Id do it.

You could swim ashore easy, asserted Mr. Green.

They was to be married Thursday morning, continued Joe, and now heres Capn Flower and no ead-piece on the ship. Crool, I call it.

Shes a very nice young lady, said the mortified Mr. Green; always a pleasant smile for everybody.

Hell come aboard ere as safe as heggs is heggs, said Joe, despondently. Wots to be done?

He folded his arms on the side and stood ruefully watching the stairs. He was quite confident that there were head-pieces walking the earth, to which a satisfactory solution of this problem would have afforded no difficulty whatever, and he shook his own sadly, as he thought of its limitations.

It only wants a little artfulness, Will-yum, he suggested, encouragingly.

Get hold of him and make him drunk for three days, murmured Mr. Green, in a voice so low that he half hoped Joe would not hear it.

And then boil im, said the indignant seaman, without looking round. Ah! Here he comes. Now youve got to be astonished, mind; but dont make a noise, in case it fetches the young lady up.

He pointed to the stairs, and his friend, going to his side, saw a passenger just stepping into a boat. The two men then turned away until, at sight of Captain Flowers head appearing above the side, they went off into such silent manifestations of horror and astonishment that he feared for their reason.

Its is voice, said Joe, hastily, as Flower bawled out to them with inconsiderate loudness. I never thought to see you agin, sir; I eard you was drowned months and months ago.

He took the captains proffered hand somewhat awkwardly, and stood closely scanning him. The visitor was bronzed with southern suns, and looked strong and well. His eye was bright and his manner retained all its old easy confidence.

Ah, Ive been through something since I saw you last, my lad, he said, shaking his head. The great thing is, Joe, to always keep your head above water.

Yessir, said the seaman, slowly; but I eard as ow you went down with the Golden Cloud, sir.

So I did, said Flower, somewhat boastfully, and came up again with the nearest land a mile or two under my feet. It was dark, but the sea was calm, and I could see the brute that sunk us keeping on her way. Then I saw a hen-coop bobbing up and down close by, and I got to it just in time, and hung on to it until I could get my breath again and shout. I heard a hail a little way off, and by-and-by I got along-side two of our chaps making themselves comfortable on two or three spars. There were three drowned fowls in my coop, and we finished them on the fourth day just as a whaler hove in sight and took us off. We were on her over four months, and then we sighted the barque California, homeward bound, and she brought us home. I landed at the Albert Docks this morning, and here I am, hard as nails.

Joe, with a troubled eye in the direction of the cabin, murmured that it did him credit, and Mr-Green made a low, hissing noise, intended to signify admiration. Flower, with a cheery smile, looked round the deck.

Wheres Fraser? he enquired.

Hes ashore, sir, said Joe, hastily. I dont know when hell be back.

Never mind, Ill wait, was the reply. George was telling me he is to be married on Thursday.

Joe gasped and eyed him closely.

So Ive eard, sir.

And, Captain Barbers married, too, George tells me, said Flower. I suppose thats right?

So Ive eard, sir, said Joe, again.

Flower turned and paced a little up and down the deck, deep in thought. He had arrived in London three hours before to find that Poppy had left her old lodgings without leaving any clue as to her whereabouts. Then he had gone on to the Wheelers, without any result, so far as he was concerned, although the screams of the unfortunate Mrs. Wheeler were still ringing in his ears.

Ill go down below and wait, he said, stopping before the men. Tell Fraser Im there, or else hell be startled. I nearly killed poor old George. The mans got no pluck at all.

He moved slowly towards the cabin and Poppy, leaving the men exchanging glances of hopeless consternation. Then, as he turned to descend, the desperate Joe ran up and laid a detaining hand on his sleeve.

You cant go down there, he whispered, and dragged him forcibly away.

Why not? demanded the other, struggling. Let go, you fool.

He wrenched himself free, and stood gazing angrily at the excited seaman.

Theres a lady down there, said the latter, in explanation.

Well, I shant eat her, said the indignant Flower. Dont you put your hands on me again, my lad, or youll repent it. Who Is it?

Joe eyed him helplessly and, with a dim idea of putting off the discovery as long as possible, mysteriously beckoned him forward.

Who is it? asked the puzzled Flower, advancing a pace or two.

The seaman hesitated. Then a sudden inspiration, born of the memories of last years proceedings, seized him, and he shook with the brilliancy of it. He looked significantly at Mr. Green, and his voice trembled with excitement.

The lady who used to come down to the Foam asking for Mr. Robinson, he stammered.

What? said the dismayed Flower, coming briskly forward and interposing two masts, the funnel, and the galley between himself and the cabin. Why on earth didnt you say so before?

Well, I didnt know what to do, sir, said Joe, humbly; it aint for the likes of me to interfere.

Flower knit his brows, and tapped the deck with his foot.

Whats she doing down there? he said, irritably; shes not going to marry Fraser, is she?

Joe gulped.

Yessir, he said, promptly.

Yessir, said Mr. Green, with an intuitive feeling that a lie of such proportions required backing.

Flower stood in amaze, pondering the situation, and a grin slowly broke the corners of his mouth.

Dont tell Fraser Ive been here, he said, at length.

No, sir, said Joe, eagerly.

Ill see him in a day or two, said Flower, after hes married. You understand me, Joe?

Yessir, said Joe, again. Shall I put you ashore, sir?

He was almost dancing with impatience lest Fraser or Poppy should spoil his plans by putting in an appearance, but before Flower could reply Mr. Green gave a startled exclamation, and the captain, with a readiness born of his adventures of the last year, promptly vanished down the forecastle as Miss Tyrell appeared on deck. Joe closed the scuttle, and with despair gnawing at his vitals sat on it.

Unconscious of the interest she was exciting, Poppy Tyrell, who had tired of the solitude of the cabin, took a seat on a camp-stool, and, folding her hands in her lap, sat enjoying the peace and calm of the summer evening. Joe saw defeat in the very moment of victory; even while he sat, the garrulous Tommy might be revealing State secrets to the credulous Flower.

Get her down below, he whispered, fiercely, to Mr. Green. Quick!

His friend stared at him aghast, but made no movement. He looked at the unconscious Poppy, and then back at the mouthing figure seated on the scuttle. His brain was numbed. Then a little performance on Charlies part a week or two before, which had cost that gentleman his berth, occurred to him, and he moved slowly forward.

For a moment the astonished Joe gazed at him in wrathful bewilderment; then his brow cleared, and his old estimate of his friend was revived again. Mr. Green lurched rather than walked, and, getting as far as the galley, steadied himself with one hand, and stood, with a foolish smile, swaying lightly in the breeze. From the galley he got with great care to the side of the ship opposite Poppy, and, clutching the shrouds, beamed on her amiably. The girl gave one rapid glance at him and then, as he tottered to the wheel and hung on by the spokes, turned her head away. What it cost the well-bred Mr. Green to stagger as he came by her again and then roll helplessly at her feet, will never be known, and he groaned in spirit as the girl, with one scornful glance in his direction, rose quietly and went below again.

Satisfied that the coast was clear, he rose to his feet and signalled hurriedly to Joe, then he mounted sentry over the companion, grinning feebly at the success of his manoeuvres as he heard a door closed and locked below.

You pull me round to the wharf, Joe, said Flower, as he tumbled hurriedly into the boat. I dont want to run into Fraser, and I just want to give old George the tip to keep quiet for a day or two.

The seaman obeyed readily, and exchanged a triumphant glance with Mr. Green as they shot by the steamers stern. His invention was somewhat tried by Flowers questions on the way to the wharf, but he answered them satisfactorily, and left him standing on the jetty imparting to George valuable thoughts on the maxim that speech is silver and silence golden.

Joe tried a few of the principal points with Tommy upon his return to the steamer, the necessity for using compliments instead of threats to a ships boy being very galling to his proud nature.

You be a good boy like you always ave been, Tommy, he said, with a kindly smile, and dont breathe a word about wots appened this evening, and eres a tanner for you to spend  a whole tanner.

Tommy bit it carefully, and, placing it in his pocket, whistled thoughtfully.

Fill your pipe out o that, young un, said Mr. Green, proffering his pouch with a flourish.

The boy complied, and putting a few reserve charges in his pocket, looked up at him shrewdly.

Is it very partikler? he enquired, softly.

Partikler! repeated Joe. I should think it is. He cant think ow partikler it is, can e, Will-yum?

Mr. Green shook his head.

Its worth more than a tanner then, said Tommy, briskly.

Look ere, said Joe, suppressing his natural instincts by a strong effort. You keep quiet for three days, and Ill be a friend to you for life. And so will Will-yum, wont you, old man?

Mr. Green, with a smile of rare condescension, said that he would.

Look ere, said the bargainer, Ill tell you what Ill do for you: you gimme another tanner each instead, and thats letting you off cheap, cos your friendship ud be worth pounds and pounds to anybody what wanted it.

He gazed firmly at his speechless, would-be friends and waited patiently until such time as their emotion would permit of a reply. Joe was the first to speak, and Tommy listened unmoved to a description of himself which would have made a jelly-fish blush.

Tanner each, he said, simply; I dont want friends who can talk like that to save sixpence.

Mr. Green, with a sarcasm which neither Tommy nor Joe understood, gave him the amount in coppers. His friend followed suit, and the boy, having parted with his reputation at a fair price, went below, whistling.

Fraser came on board soon afterwards, and Mr. Green, with his celebrated drunken scene fresh in his mind, waited nervously for developments. None ensuing, he confided to Joe his firm conviction that Miss Tyrell was a young lady worth dying for, and gloomily wondered whether Fraser was good enough for her. After which, both men, somewhat elated, fell to comparing head-pieces.

Joe was in a state of nervous tension while steam was getting up, and, glued to the side of the steamer, strained his eyes, gazing at the dimly-lit stairs. As they steamed rapidly down the river his spirits rose, and he said vaguely that something inside him seemed to tell him that his trouble would not be in vain.

Theres two days yet, said Mr. Green. I wish they was well over.

Captain Flower, who had secured a bed at the Three Sisters Hotel in Aldgate, was for widely different reasons wishing the same thing. His idea was to waylay Fraser immediately after the marriage and obtain Poppys address, his natural vanity leading him to believe that Miss Tipping would at once insist upon a change of bridegroom, if she heard of his safety before the ceremony was performed. In these circumstances, he had to control his impatience as best he could, and with a view to preventing his safety becoming known too soon, postponed writing to his uncle until the day before the wedding.


CHAPTER XXIV.

He posted his letter in the morning, and after a midday meal took train to Seabridge, and here the reception of which he had dreamed for many weary months, awaited him. The news of his escape had spread round the town like wildfire, and he had hardly stepped out of the train before the station-master was warmly shaking hands with him. The porters followed suit, the only man who displayed any hesitation being the porter from the lamp-room, who patted him on the back several times before venturing. The centre of a little, enthusiastic knot of fellow-townsmen, he could hardly get clear to receive the hearty grip of Captain Barber, or the chaste salute with which Mrs. Barber inaugurated her auntship; but he got free at last, and, taking an arm of each, set off blithely down the road, escorted by neighbours.

As far as the cottage their journey was a veritable triumphal progress, and it was some time before the adventuresome mariner was permitted to go inside; but he got free at last, and Mrs. Barber, with a hazy idea of the best way to treat a shipwrecked fellow-creature, however remote the accident, placed before him a joint of cold beef and a quantity of hot coffee. It was not until he had made a good meal and lit his pipe that Uncle Barber, first quaffing a couple of glasses of ale to nerve himself for harrowing details, requested him to begin at the beginning and go right on.

His nephew complied, the tale which he had told Poppy serving him as far as Riga; after which a slight collision off the Nore at night between the brig which was bringing him home and the Golden Cloud enabled him to climb into the bows of that ill-fated vessel before she swung clear again. There was a slight difficulty here, Captain Barbers views of British seamen making no allowance for such a hasty exchange of ships, but as it appeared that Flower was at the time still suffering from the effects of the fever which had seized him at Riga, he waived the objection, and listened in silence to the end of the story.

Fancy what he must have suffered, said Mrs-Barber, shivering; and then to turn up safe and sound a twelvemonth afterwards. He ought to-make a book of it.

Its all in a sailormans dooty, said Captain Barber, shaking his head. Its wot e expects.

His wife rose, and talking the while proceeded to clear the table. The old man closed the door after her, and with a glance at his nephew gave a jerk of the head towards the kitchen.

Wonderful woman, your aunt, he said, impressively; but I was one too many for er.

Flower stared.

How? he enquired, briefly.

Married er, said the old man, chuckling. You wouldnt believe wot a lot there was arter her. I got er afore she knew where she was amost. If I was to tell you all that there was arterer, youd hardly believe me.

I daresay, said the other.

Theres good news and bad news, continued Captain Barber, shaking his head and coughing a bit with his pipe. Ive got a bit o bad for you.

Flower waited.

Lizabeths married, said the old man, slowly; married that stupid young Gibson. Shell be sorry enough now, I know.

His nephew looked down. Ive heard about it, he said, with an attempt at gloom; old George told me.

The old man, respecting his grief, smoked on for some time in silence, then he got up and patted him on the shoulder.

Im on the look-out for you, he said, kindly; theres a niece o your aunts. I aint seen her yet; but your aunt praises of her, so shes all right. Ill tell your aunt to ask er over. Your aunt ses

How many aunts have I got? demanded Flower, with sudden irritation.

The old man raised his eyebrows and stared at him in offended amazement.

Youre not yourself, Fred, he said, slowly; your misfortunes ave shook you up. Youve got one aunt and one uncle what brought you up and did the best for you ever since you was so igh.

So you did, said Flower, heartily. I didnt mean to speak like that, but Im tired and worried.

I see you was, said his uncle, amiably, but your aunts a wonderful woman. Shes got a business ead, and were doing well. Im buying another schooner, and you can ave her or have the Foam back, which you like.

Flower thanked him warmly, and, Mrs. Barber returning, he noticed with some surprise the evident happiness of the couple for whose marriage he was primarily responsible. He had to go over his adventures again and again, Captain Barber causing much inconvenience and delay at supper-time by using the beer-jug to represent the Golden Cloud and a dish of hot sausages the unknown craft which sank her. Flower was uncertain which to admire most: the tactful way in which Mrs. Barber rescued the sausages or the readiness with which his uncle pushed a plate over a fresh stain on the tablecloth.

Supper finished, he sat silently thinking of Poppy, not quite free from the fear that she might have followed him to New Zealand by another boat. The idea made him nervous, and the suspense became unendurable. He took up his cap and strolled out into the stillness of the evening. Sea-bridge seemed strange to him after his long absence, and, under present conditions, melancholy. There was hardly a soul to be seen, but a murmur of voices came through the open windows of the Thorn, and a clumsy cart jolted and creaked its way up the darkening road.

He stood for some time looking down on the quay, and the shadowy shapes of one or two small craft lying in the river. The Foam was in her old berth, and a patch of light aft showed that the cabin was occupied. He walked down to her, and stepping noiselessly aboard, peered through the open skylight at Ben, as he sat putting a fresh patch in a pair of trousers. It struck him that the old man might know something of the events which had led up to Frasers surprising marriage, and, his curiosity being somewhat keen on the point, he descended to glean particulars.

Bens favourite subject was the misdeeds of the crew, and the steps which a kind but firm mate had to take to control them, and he left it unwillingly to discuss Frasers marriage, of which faint rumours had reached his ears. It was evident that he knew nothing of the particulars, and Flower with some carefulness proceeded to put leading questions.

Did you ever see anything more of those women who used to come down to the ship after a man named Robinson? he enquired, carelessly.

They come down one night soon arter you fell overboard, replied the old man. Very polite they was, and they asked me to go and see em any time I liked. I aint much of a one for seeing people, but I did go one night bout two or three months ago, end o March, I think it was, to a pub wot they ave at Chelsea, to see whether they ad heard anything of im.

Ah! interjected the listener.

They was very short about it, continued Ben, sourly; the old party got that excited she could ardly keep still, but the young lady she said good riddance to bad rubbish, she ses. She hoped as ow hed be punished.

Flower started, and then smiled softly to himself.

Perhaps shes found somebody else, he said.

Ben grunted.

I shouldnt wonder, she seemed very much took up with a young feller she called Arthur, he said, slowly; but that was the last I see of em; they never even offered me a drink, and though theyd ask me to go down any time I liked, they was barely civil. The young lady didnt seem to me to want Arthur to ear about it.

He stitched away resentfully, and his listener, after a fond look round his old quarters, bade him good-night and went ashore again. For a little while he walked up and down the road, pausing once to glance at the bright drawn blind in the Gibsons window, and then returned home. Captain Barber and his wife were at cribbage, and intent upon the game.

With the morning sun his spirits rose, and after a hurried breakfast he set off for the station and booked to Bittlesea. The little platform was bright with roses, and the air full of the sweetness of an early morning in June. He watched the long line stretching away until it was lost in a bend of the road, and thought out ways and means of obtaining a private interview with the happy bridegroom; a subject which occupied him long after the train had started, as he was benevolently anxious not to mar his friends happiness by a display of useless grief and temper on the part of the bride.

The wedding party left the house shortly before his arrival at the station, after a morning of excitement and suspense which had tried Messrs. Smith and Green to the utmost, both being debarred by self-imposed etiquette from those alluring liquids by which in other circumstances they would have soothed their nerves. They strolled restlessly about with Tommy, for whom they had suddenly conceived an ardent affection, and who, to do him justice, was taking fullest advantage of the fact.

They felt a little safer when a brougham dashed up to the house and carried off Fraser and his supporter, and safer still when his father appeared with Poppy Tyrell on his arm, blushing sweetly and throwing a glance in their direction, which was like to have led to a quarrel until Tommy created a diversion by stating that it was intended for him.

By the time Flower arrived the road was clear, and the house had lapsed into its accustomed quiet.

An old seafaring man, whose interest in weddings had ceased three days after his own, indicated the house with the stem of his pipe. It was an old house with a broad step and a wide-open door, and on the step a small servant, in a huge cap with her hands clasped together, stood gazing excitedly up the road.

Capn Fraser live here? enquired Flower, after a cautious glance at the windows.

Yes, sir, said the small servant; hes getting married at this very instant.

Youll be married one of these days if youre a good girl, said Flower, who was in excellent humour.

The small girl forgot her cap and gave her head a toss. Then she regarded him thoughtfully, and after adjusting the cap, smoothed down her apron and said, she was in no hurry; she never took any notice of them.

Flower looked round and pondered. He was anxious, if possible, to see Fraser and catch the first train back.

Capn Fraser was in good spirits, I suppose? he said, cautiously.

Very good spirits, admitted the small servant, but nervous.

And Miss Tipping? suggested Flower.

Miss who? enquired the small girl, with a superior smile. Miss Tyrell you mean, dont you?

Flower stared at her in astonishment. No, Miss Tipping, he said, sharply, the bride. Is Miss Tyrell here too?

The small girl was astonished in her turn. Miss Tyrell is the bride, she said, dwelling fondly on the last word. Whos Miss Tipping?

Whats the brides Christian name? demanded Flower, catching her fiercely by the hand.

He was certain of the reply before the now thoroughly frightened small girl could find breath enough to utter it, and at the word Poppy, he turned without a word and ran up the road. Then he stopped, and coming back hastily, called out to her for the whereabouts of the church.

Straight up there and second turning on the left, cried the small girl, her fear giving place to curiosity, Whats the matter?

But Flower was running doggedly up the road, thinking in a confused fashion as he ran. At first he thought that Joe had blundered; then, as he remembered his manner and his apparent haste to get rid of him, amazement and anger jostled each other in his mind. Out of breath, his pace slackened to a walk, and then broke into a run again as he turned the corner, and the church came into view.

There was a small cluster of people in the porch, which was at once reduced by two, and a couple of carriages drawn up against the curb. He arrived breathless and peered in. A few spectators were in the seats, but the chancel was empty.

Theyre gone into the vestry, whispered an aged but frivolous woman, who was grimly waiting with a huge bag of rice.

Flower turned white. No efforts of his could avail now, and he smiled bitterly as he thought of his hardships of the past year. There was a lump in his throat, and a sense of unreality about the proceedings which was almost dream-like. He looked up the sunny road with its sleepy, old-time houses, and then at the group standing in the porch, wondering dimly that a deformed girl on crutches should be smiling as gaily as though the wedding were her own, and that yellow, wrinkled old women should wilfully come to remind themselves of their long-dead youth. His whole world seemed suddenly desolate and unreal, and it was only borne in upon him slowly that there was no need now for his journey to London in search of Poppy, and that henceforth her movements could possess no interest for him. He ranged himself quietly with the bystanders and, not without a certain dignity, waited.

It seemed a long time. The horses champed and rattled their harness. The bystanders got restless. Then there was a movement.

He looked in the church again and saw them coming down the aisle: Fraser, smiling and erect, with Poppys little hand upon his arm. She looked down at first, smiling shyly, but as they drew near the door gave her husband a glance such as Flower had never seen before. He caught his breath then, and stood up erect as the bridegroom himself, and as they reached the door they both saw him at the same instant. Poppy, with a startled cry of joy and surprise, half drew her arm from her husbands; Fraser gazed at him as on one risen from the dead.

For a space they regarded each other without a word, then Fraser, with his wife on his arm, took a step towards him. Flower still regarding them steadily, drew back a little, and moved by a sudden impulse, and that new sense of dignity, snatched a handful of rice from the old womans bag and threw it over them.

Then he turned quickly, and with rapid strides made his way back to the station.


AT SUNWICH PORT

[image: img13.jpg]

First published in 1902, this is another humorous novel with a nautical theme. The story relates the disharmony between two families, one headed by a sea captain that loses his boat to the first-mate, who heads the other family. The situation is complicated further by a budding romance between the daughter and son of the respective feuding households.

The novel was positively reviewed, enhancing Jacobs already considerable reputation as a writer of comic stories.
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CHAPTER I

The ancient port of Sunwich was basking in the sunshine of a July afternoon. A rattle of cranes and winches sounded from the shipping in the harbour, but the town itself was half asleep. Somnolent shopkeepers in dim back parlours coyly veiled their faces in red handkerchiefs from the too ardent flies, while small boys left in charge noticed listlessly the slow passing of time as recorded by the church clock.

It is a fine church, and Sunwich is proud of it. The tall grey tower is a landmark at sea, but from the narrow streets of the little town itself it has a disquieting appearance of rising suddenly above the roofs huddled beneath it for the purpose of displaying a black-faced clock with gilt numerals whose mellow chimes have recorded the passing hours for many generations of Sunwich men.

Regardless of the heat, which indeed was mild compared with that which raged in his own bosom, Captain Nugent, fresh from the inquiry of the collision of his ship Conqueror with the German barque Hans Muller, strode rapidly up the High Street in the direction of home. An honest seafaring smell, compounded of tar, rope, and fish, known to the educated of Sunwich as ozone, set his thoughts upon the sea. He longed to be aboard ship again, with the Court of Inquiry to form part of his crew. In all his fifty years of life he had never met such a collection of fools. His hard blue eyes blazed as he thought of them, and the mouth hidden by his well-kept beard was set with anger.

Mr. Samson Wilks, his steward, who had been with him to London to give evidence, had had a time upon which he looked back in later years with much satisfaction at his powers of endurance. He was with the captain, and yet not with him. When they got out of the train at Sunwich he hesitated as to whether he should follow the captain or leave him. His excuse for following was the bag, his reason for leaving the volcanic condition of its owners temper, coupled with the fact that he appeared to be sublimely ignorant that the most devoted steward in the world was tagging faithfully along a yard or two in the rear.

The few passers-by glanced at the couple with interest. Mr. Wilks had what is called an expressive face, and he had worked his sandy eyebrows, his weak blue eyes, and large, tremulous mouth into such an expression of surprise at the finding of the Court, that he had all the appearance of a beholder of visions. He changed the bag to his other hand as they left the town behind them, and regarded with gratitude the approaching end of his labours.

At the garden-gate of a fair-sized house some half-mile along the road the captain stopped, and after an impatient fumbling at the latch strode up the path, followed by Mr. Wilks, and knocked at the door. As he paused on the step he half turned, and for the first time noticed the facial expression of his faithful follower.

What the dickens are you looking like that for? he demanded.

Ive been surprised, sir, conceded Mr. Wilks; surprised and astonished.

Wrath blazed again in the captains eyes and set lines in his forehead. He was being pitied by a steward!

Youve been drinking, he said, crisply; put that bag down.

Arsking your pardon, sir, said the steward, twisting his unusually dry lips into a smile, but Ive ad no opportunity, sir  Ive been follerin you all day, sir.

A servant opened the door. Youve been soaking in it for a month, declared the captain as he entered the hall. Why the blazes dont you bring that bag in? Are you so drunk you dont know what you are doing?

Mr. Wilks picked the bag up and followed humbly into the house. Then he lost his head altogether, and gave some colour to his superior officers charges by first cannoning into the servant and then wedging the captain firmly in the doorway of the sitting-room with the bag.

Steward! rasped the captain.

Yessir, said the unhappy Mr. Wilks.

Go and sit down in the kitchen, and dont leave this house till youre sober.

Mr. Wilks disappeared. He was not in his first lustre, but he was an ardent admirer of the sex, and in an absent-minded way he passed his arm round the handmaidens waist, and sustained a buffet which made his head ring.

A man o your age, and drunk, too, explained the damsel.

Mr. Wilks denied both charges. It appeared that he was much younger than he looked, while, as for drink, he had forgotten the taste of it. A question as to the reception Ann would have accorded a boyish teetotaler remained unanswered.

In the sitting-room Mrs. Kingdom, the captains widowed sister, put down her crochet-work as her brother entered, and turned to him expectantly. There was an expression of loving sympathy on her mild and rather foolish face, and the captain stiffened at once.

I was in the wrong, he said, harshly, as he dropped into a chair; my certificate has been suspended for six months, and my first officer has been commended.

Suspended? gasped Mrs. Kingdom, pushing back the white streamer to the cap which she wore in memory of the late Mr. Kingdom, and sitting upright. You?

I think thats what I said, replied her brother.

Mrs. Kingdom gazed at him mournfully, and, putting her hand behind her, began a wriggling search in her pocket for a handkerchief, with the idea of paying a wholesome tribute of tears. She was a past-master in the art of grief, and, pending its extraction, a docile tear hung on her eyelid and waited. The captain eyed her preparations with silent anger.

I am not surprised, said Mrs. Kingdom, dabbing her eyes; I expected it somehow. I seemed to have a warning of it. Something seemed to tell me; I couldnt explain, but I seemed to know.

She sniffed gently, and, wiping one eye at a time, kept the disengaged one charged with sisterly solicitude upon her brother. The captain, with steadily rising anger, endured this game of one-eyed bo-peep for five minutes; then he rose and, muttering strange things in his beard, stalked upstairs to his room.

Mrs. Kingdom, thus forsaken, dried her eyes and resumed her work. The remainder of the family were in the kitchen ministering to the wants of a misunderstood steward, and, in return, extracting information which should render them independent of the captains version.

Was it very solemn, Sam? inquired Miss Nugent, aged nine, who was sitting on the kitchen table.

Mr. Wilks used his hands and eyebrows to indicate the solemnity of the occasion.

They even made the capn leave off speaking, he said, in an awed voice.

I should have liked to have been there, said Master Nugent, dutifully.

Ann, said Miss Nugent, go and draw Sam a jug of beer.

Beer, Miss? said Ann.

A jug of beer, repeated Miss Nugent, peremptorily.

Ann took a jug from the dresser, and Mr. Wilks, who was watching her, coughed helplessly. His perturbation attracted the attention of his hostess, and, looking round for the cause, she was just in time to see Ann disappearing into the larder with a cream jug.
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The big jug, Ann, she said, impatiently; you ought to know Sam would like a big one.

Ann changed the jugs, and, ignoring a mild triumph in Mr. Wilkss eye, returned to the larder, whence ensued a musical trickling. Then Miss Nugent, raising the jug with some difficulty, poured out a tumbler for the steward with her own fair hands.

Sam likes beer, she said, speaking generally.

I knew that the first time I see him, Miss, re-marked the vindictive Ann.

Mr. Wilks drained his glass and set it down on the table again, making a feeble gesture of repulse as Miss Nugent refilled it.

Go on, Sam, she said, with kindly encouragement; how much does this jug hold, Jack?

Quart, replied her brother.

How many quarts are there in a gallon?

Four.

Miss Nugent looked troubled. I heard father say he drinks gallons a day, she remarked; youd better fill all the jugs, Ann.

It was only is way o speaking, said Mr. Wilks, hurriedly; the capn is like that sometimes.

I knew a man once, Miss, said Ann, as used to prefer to ave it in a wash-hand basin. Odd, ugly-looking man e was; like Mr. Wilks in the face, only better-looking.

Mr. Wilks sat upright and, in the mental struggle involved in taking in this insult in all its ramifications, did not notice until too late that Miss Nugent had filled his glass again.

It must ha been nice for the captain to ave you with im to-day, remarked Ann, carelessly.

It was, said Mr. Wilks, pausing with the glass at his lips and eyeing her sternly. Eighteen years Ive bin with im  ever since e ad a ship. E took a fancy to me the fust time e set eyes on me.

Were you better-looking then, Sam? inquired Miss Nugent, shuffling closer to him on the table and regarding him affectionately.

Much as I am now, Miss, replied Mr. Wilks, setting down his glass and regarding Anns giggles with a cold eye.

Miss Nugent sighed. I love you, Sam, she said, simply. Will you have some more beer?

Mr. Wilks declined gracefully. Eighteen years Ive bin with the capn, he remarked, softly; through calms and storms, fair weather and foul, Samson Wilks as been by is side, always ready in a quiet and umble way to do is best for im, and now  now that e is on his beam-ends and lost is ship, Samson Wilksll sit down and starve ashore till he gets another.

At these touching words Miss Nugent was undisguisedly affected, and wiping her bright eyes with her pinafore, gave her small, well-shaped nose a slight touch en passant with the same useful garment, and squeezed his arm affectionately.

Its a lively look-out for me if father is going to be at home for long, remarked Master Nugent. Wholl get his ship, Sam?

Shouldnt wonder if the fust officer, Mr. Hardy, got it, replied the steward. He was going dead-slow in the fog afore he sent down to rouse your father, and as soon as your father came on deck e went at arfspeed. Mr. Hardy was commended, and your fathers certifikit was suspended for six months.

Master Nugent whistled thoughtfully, and quitting the kitchen proceeded upstairs to his room, and first washing himself with unusual care for a boy of thirteen, put on a clean collar and brushed his hair. He was not going to provide a suspended master-mariner with any obvious reasons for fault-finding. While he was thus occupied the sitting-room bell rang, and Ann, answering it, left Mr. Wilks in the kitchen listening with some trepidation to the conversation.

Is that steward of mine still in the kitchen? demanded the captain, gruffly.

Yessir, said Ann.

Whats he doing?

Mr. Wilkss ears quivered anxiously, and he eyed with unwonted disfavour the evidences of his late debauch.

Sitting down, sir, replied Ann.

Give him a glass of ale and send him off, commanded the captain; and if that was Miss Kate I heard talking, send her in to me.

Ann took the message back to the kitchen and, with the air of a martyr engaged upon an unpleasant task, drew Mr. Wilks another glass of ale and stood over him with well-affected wonder while he drank it. Miss Nugent walked into the sitting-room, and listening in a perfunctory fashion to a shipmasters platitude on kitchen-company, took a seat on his knee and kissed his ear.


CHAPTER II

The downfall of Captain Nugent was for some time a welcome subject of conversation in marine circles at Sunwich. At The Goblets, a rambling old inn with paved courtyard and wooden galleries, which almost backed on to the churchyard, brother-captains attributed it to an error of judgment; at the Two Schooners on the quay the profanest of sailormen readily attributed it to an all-seeing Providence with a dislike of over-bearing ship-masters.
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The captains cup was filled to the brim by the promotion of his first officer to the command of the Conqueror. It was by far the largest craft which sailed from the port of Sunwich, and its master held a corresponding dignity amongst the captains of lesser vessels. Their allegiance was now transferred to Captain Hardy, and the master of a brig which was in the last stages of senile decay, meeting Nugent in The Goblets, actually showed him by means of two lucifer matches how the collision might have been avoided.

A touching feature in the business, and a source of much gratification to Mr. Wilks by the sentimental applause evoked by it, was his renunciation of the post of steward on the ss. Conqueror. Sunwich buzzed with the tidings that after eighteen years service with Captain Nugent he preferred starvation ashore to serving under another master. Although comfortable in pocket and known to be living with his mother, who kept a small general shop, he was regarded as a man on the brink of starvation. Pints were thrust upon him, and the tale of his nobility increased with much narration. It was considered that the whole race of stewards had acquired fresh lustre from his action.

His only unfavourable critic was the erring captain himself. He sent a peremptory summons to Mr. Wilks to attend at Equator Lodge, and the moment he set eyes upon that piece of probity embarked upon such a vilification of his personal defects and character as Mr. Wilks had never even dreamt of. He wound up by ordering him to rejoin the ship forthwith.

Arsking your pardon, sir, said Mr. Wilks, with tender reproach, but I couldnt.

Are you going to live on your mother, you hulking rascal? quoth the incensed captain.

No, sir, said Mr. Wilks. Ive got a little money, sir; enough for my few wants till we sail again.

When I sail again you wont come with me, said the captain, grimly. I suppose you want an excuse for a soak ashore for six months!

Mr. Wilks twiddled his cap in his hands and smiled weakly.

I thought praps as youd like me to come round and wait at table, and help with the knives and boots and such-like, he said, softly. Ann is agreeable.

Get out of the house, said the captain in quiet, measured tones.

Mr. Wilks went, but on his way to the gate he picked up three pieces of paper which had blown into the garden, weeded two pieces of grass from the path, and carefully removed a dead branch from a laurel facing the window. He would have done more but for an imperative knocking on the glass, and he left the premises sadly, putting his collection of rubbish over the next garden fence as he passed it.

But the next day the captains boots bore such a polish that he was able to view his own startled face in them, and at dinner-time the brightness of the knives was so conspicuous that Mrs. Kingdom called Ann in for the purpose of asking her why she didnt always do them like that. Her brother ate his meal in silence, and going to his room afterwards discovered every pair of boots he possessed, headed by the tall sea-boots, standing in a nicely graduated line by the wall, and all shining their hardest.

For two days did Mr. Wilks do good by stealth, leaving Ann to blush to find it fame; but on the third day at dinner, as the captain took up his knife and fork to carve, he became aware of a shadow standing behind his chair. A shadow in a blue coat with metal buttons, which, whipping up the first plate carved, carried it to Mrs. Kingdom, and then leaned against her with the vegetable dishes.

The dishes clattered a little on his arm as he helped the captain, but the latter, after an impressive pause and a vain attempt to catch the eye of Mr. Wilks, which was intent upon things afar off, took up the spoon and helped himself. From the unwonted silence of Miss Nugent in the presence of anything unusual it was clear to him that the whole thing had been carefully arranged. He ate in silence, and a resolution to kick Mr. Wilks off the premises vanished before the comfort, to say nothing of the dignity, afforded by his presence. Mr. Wilks, somewhat reassured, favoured Miss Nugent with a wink to which, although she had devoted much time in trying to acquire the art, she endeavoured in vain to respond.

It was on the day following this that Jack Nugent, at his sisters instigation, made an attempt to avenge the family honour. Miss Nugent, although she treated him with scant courtesy herself, had a touching faith in his prowess, a faith partly due to her brother occasionally showing her his bicep muscles in moments of exaltation.

Theres that horrid Jem Hardy, she said, suddenly, as they walked along the road.

So it is, said Master Nugent, but without any display of enthusiasm.

Halloa, Jack, shouted Master Hardy across the road.

The suspense became painful.

Halloa, responded the other.

Hes going to fight you, shrilled Miss Nugent, who thought these amenities ill-timed; he said so.

Master Hardy crossed the road. What for? he demanded, with surprise.

Because youre a nasty, horrid boy, replied Miss Nugent, drawing herself up.

Oh, said Master Hardy, blankly.

The two gentlemen stood regarding each other with uneasy grins; the lady stood by in breathless expectation. The suspense became painful.
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Who are you staring at? demanded Master Nugent, at last.

You, replied the other; who are you staring at?

You, said Master Nugent, defiantly.

There was a long interval, both gentlemen experiencing some difficulty in working up sufficient heat for the engagement.

You hit me and see what youll get, said Master Hardy, at length.

You hit me, said the other.

Cowardy, cowardy custard, chanted the well-bred Miss Nugent, ate his mothers mustard. Cowardy, cowardy cus

Why dont you send that kid home? demanded Master Hardy, eyeing the fair songstress with strong disfavour.

You leave my sister alone, said the other, giving him a light tap on the shoulder. Theres your cowards blow.

Master Hardy made a ceremonious return. Theres yours, he said. Lets go behind the church.

His foe assented, and they proceeded in grave silence to a piece of grass screened by trees, which stood between the church and the beach. Here they removed their coats and rolled up their shirt-sleeves. Things look different out of doors, and to Miss Nugent the arms of both gentlemen seemed somewhat stick-like in their proportions.

The preliminaries were awful, both combatants prancing round each other with their faces just peering above their bent right arms, while their trusty lefts dealt vicious blows at the air. Miss Nugent turned pale and caught her breath at each blow, then she suddenly reddened with wrath as James Philip Hardy, having paid his tribute to science, began to hammer John Augustus Nugent about the face in a most painful and workmanlike fashion.

She hid her face for a moment, and when she looked again Jack was on the ground, and Master Hardy just rising from his prostrate body. Then Jack rose slowly and, crossing over to her, borrowed her handkerchief and applied it with great tenderness to his nose.

Does it hurt, Jack? she inquired, anxiously. No, growled her brother.

He threw down the handkerchief and turned to his opponent again; Miss Nugent, who was careful about her property, stooped to recover it, and immediately found herself involved in a twisting tangle of legs, from which she escaped by a miracle to see Master Hardy cuddling her brother round the neck with one hand and punching him as hard and as fast as he could with the other. The unfairness of it maddened her, and the next moment Master Hardys head was drawn forcibly backwards by the hair. The pain was so excruciating that he released his victim at once, and Miss Nugent, emitting a series of terrified yelps, dashed off in the direction of home, her hair bobbing up and down on her shoulders, and her small black legs in an ecstasy of motion.

Master Hardy, with no very well-defined ideas of what he was going to do if he caught her, started in pursuit. His scalp was still smarting and his eyes watering with the pain as he pounded behind her. Panting wildly she heard him coming closer and closer, and she was just about to give up when, to her joy, she saw her father coming towards them.

Master Hardy, intent on his quarry, saw him just in time, and, swerving into the road, passed in safety as Miss Nugent flung herself with some violence at her fathers waistcoat and, clinging to him convulsively, fought for breath. It was some time before she could furnish the astonished captain with full details, and she was pleased to find that his indignation led him to ignore the hair-grabbing episode, on which, to do her justice, she touched but lightly.

That evening, for the first time in his life, Captain Nugent, after some deliberation, called upon his late mate. The old servant who, since Mrs. Hardys death the year before, had looked after the house, was out, and Hardy, unaware of the honour intended him, was scandalized by the manner in which his son received the visitor. The door opened, there was an involuntary grunt from Master Hardy, and the next moment he sped along the narrow passage and darted upstairs. His father, after waiting in vain for his return, went to the door himself.

Good evening, capn, he said, in surprise.

Nugent responded gruffly, and followed him into the sitting-room. To an invitation to sit, he responded more gruffly still that he preferred to stand. He then demanded instant and sufficient punishment of Master Hardy for frightening his daughter.

Even as he spoke he noticed with strong disfavour the change which had taken place in his late first officer. The change which takes place when a man is promoted from that rank to that of master is subtle, but unmistakable  sometimes, as in the present instance, more unmistakable than subtle. Captain Hardy coiled his long, sinewy form in an arm-chair and, eyeing him calmly, lit his pipe before replying.
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Boys will fight, he said, briefly.

Im speaking of his running after my daughter, said Nugent, sternly.

Hardys eyes twinkled. Young dog, he said, genially; at his age, too.

Captain Nugents face was suffused with wrath at the pleasantry, and he regarded him with a fixed stare. On board the Conqueror there was a witchery in that glance more potent than the spoken word, but in his own parlour the new captain met it calmly.

I didnt come here to listen to your foolery, said Nugent; I came to tell you to punish that boy of yours.

And I shant do it, replied the other. I have got something better to do than interfere in childrens quarrels. I havent got your spare time, you know.

Captain Nugent turned purple. Such language from his late first officer was a revelation to him.

I also came to warn you, he said, furiously, that I shall take the law into my own hands if you refuse.

Aye, aye, said Hardy, with careless contempt; Ill tell him to keep out of your way. But I should advise you to wait until I have sailed.

Captain Nugent, who was moving towards the door, swung round and confronted him savagely.

What do you mean? he demanded.

What I say, retorted Captain Hardy. I dont want to indulge Sunwich with the spectacle of two middle-aged ship-masters at fisticuffs, but thats whatll happen if you touch my boy. It would probably please the spectators more than it would us.

Ill cane him the first time I lay hands on him, roared Captain Nugent.

Captain Hardys stock of patience was at an end, and there was, moreover, a long and undischarged account between himself and his late skipper. He rose and crossed to the door.

Jem, he cried, come downstairs and show Captain Nugent out.

There was a breathless pause. Captain Nugent ground his teeth with fury as he saw the challenge, and realized the ridiculous position into which his temper had led him; and the other, who was also careful of appearances, repented the order the moment he had given it. Matters had now, however, passed out of their hands, and both men cast appraising glances at each others form. The only one who kept his head was Master Hardy, and it was a source of considerable relief to both of them when, from the top of the stairs, the voice of that youthful Solomon was heard declining in the most positive terms to do anything of the kind.

Captain Hardy repeated his command. The only reply was the violent closing of a door at the top of the house, and after waiting a short time he led the way to the front door himself.

You will regret your insolence before I have done with you, said his visitor, as he paused on the step. Its the old story of a beggar on horseback.

Its a good story, said Captain Hardy, but to my mind it doesnt come up to the one about Humpty-Dumpty. Good-night.


CHAPTER III

If anything was wanted to convince Captain Nugent that his action had been foolish and his language intemperate it was borne in upon him by the subsequent behaviour of Master Hardy. Generosity is seldom an attribute of youth, while egotism, on the other hand, is seldom absent. So far from realizing that the captain would have scorned such lowly game, Master Hardy believed that he lived for little else, and his Jack-in-the-box ubiquity was a constant marvel and discomfort to that irritable mariner. Did he approach a seat on the beach, it was Master Hardy who rose (at the last moment) to make room for him. Did he stroll down to the harbour, it was in the wake of a small boy looking coyly at him over his shoulder. Every small alley as he passed seemed to contain a Jem Hardy, who whizzed out like a human firework in front of him, and then followed dancing on his toes a pace or two in his rear.

This was on week-days; on the Sabbath Master Hardys daring ingenuity led him to still further flights. All the seats at the parish church were free, but Captain Nugent, whose admirable practice it was to take his entire family to church, never thoroughly realized how free they were until Master Hardy squeezed his way in and, taking a seat next to him, prayed with unwonted fervour into the interior of a new hat, and then sitting back watched with polite composure the efforts of Miss Nugents family to re-strain her growing excitement.

Charmed with the experiment, he repeated it the following Sunday. This time he boarded the seat from the other end, and seeing no place by the captain, took one, or more correctly speaking made one, between Miss Nugent and Jack, and despite the formers elbow began to feel almost like one of the family. Hostile feelings vanished, and with an amiable smile at the half-frantic Miss Nugent he placed a bulls-eye of great strength in his cheek, and leaning forward for a hymn-book left one on the ledge in front of jack. A double-distilled perfume at once assailed the atmosphere.

Miss Nugent sat dazed at his impudence, and for the first time in her life doubts as to her fathers capacity stirred within her. She attempted the poor consolation of an acid tablet, and it was at once impounded by the watchful Mrs. Kingdom. Mean-time the reek of bulls-eyes was insufferable.

The service seemed interminable, and all that time the indignant damsel, wedged in between her aunt and the openly exultant enemy of her House, was compelled to endure in silence. She did indeed attempt one remark, and Master Hardy, with a horrified expression of outraged piety, said Hsh, and shook his head at her. It was almost more than flesh and blood could bear, and when the unobservant Mrs. Kingdom asked her for the text on the way home her reply nearly cost her the loss of her dinner.

The Conqueror, under its new commander, sailed on the day following. Mr. Wilks watched it from the quay, and the new steward observing him came to the side, and holding aloft an old pantry-cloth between his finger and thumb until he had attracted his attention, dropped it overboard with every circumstance of exaggerated horror. By the time a suitable retort had occurred to the ex-steward the steamer was half a mile distant, and the extraordinary and unnatural pantomime in which he indulged on the edge of the quay was grievously misinterpreted by a nervous man in a sailing boat.
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Master Hardy had also seen the ship out, and, perched on the extreme end of the breakwater, he remained watching until she was hull down on the horizon. Then he made his way back to the town and the nearest confectioner, and started for home just as Miss Nugent, who was about to pay a call with her aunt, waited, beautifully dressed, in the front garden while that lady completed her preparations.

Feeling very spic and span, and still a trifle uncomfortable from the vigorous attentions of Ann, who cleansed her as though she had been a doorstep, she paced slowly up and down the path. Upon these occasions of high dress a spirit of Sabbath calm was wont to descend upon her and save her from escapades to which in a less severe garb she was somewhat prone.

She stopped at the gate and looked up the road. Then her face flushed, and she cast her eyes behind her to make sure that the hall-door stood open. The hated scion of the house of Hardy was coming down the road, and, in view of that fact, she forgot all else  even her manners.

The boy, still fresh from the loss of his natural protector, kept a wary eye on the house as he approached. Then all expression died out of his face, and he passed the gate, blankly ignoring the small girl who was leaning over it and apparently suffering from elephantiasis of the tongue. He went by quietly, and Miss Nugent, raging inwardly that she had misbehaved to no purpose, withdrew her tongue for more legitimate uses.

Boo, she cried; who had his hair pulled?

Master Hardy pursued the even tenor of his way.

Whos afraid to answer me for fear my father will thrash him? cried the disappointed lady, raising her voice.

This was too much. The enemy retraced his steps and came up to the gate.

Youre a rude little girl, he said, with an insufferably grown-up air.

Who had his hair pulled? demanded Miss Nugent, capering wildly; who had his hair pulled?

Dont be silly, said Master Hardy. Here. He put his hand in his pocket, and producing some nuts offered them over the gate. At this Miss Nugent ceased her capering, and wrath possessed her that the enemy should thus misunderstand the gravity of the situation.

Well, give em to Jack, then, pursued the boy; he wont say no.

This was a distinct reflection on Jacks loyalty, and her indignation was not lessened by the fact that she knew it was true.

Go away from our gate, she stormed. If my father catches you, youll suffer.

Pooh! said the dare-devil. He looked up at the house and then, opening the gate, strode boldly into the front garden. Before this intrusion Miss Nugent retreated in alarm, and gaining the door-step gazed at him in dismay. Then her face cleared suddenly, and Master Hardy looking over his shoulder saw that his retreat was cut off by Mr. Wilks.

Dont let him hurt me, Sam, entreated Miss Nugent, piteously.

Mr. Wilks came into the garden and closed the gate behind him.

I wasnt going to hurt her, cried Master Hardy, anxiously; as if I should hurt a girl!

Wot are you doing in our front garden, then? demanded Mr. Wilks.

He sprang forward suddenly and, catching the boy by the collar with one huge hand, dragged him, struggling violently, down the side-entrance into the back garden. Miss Nugent, following close behind, sought to improve the occasion.

See what you get by coming into our garden, she said.

The victim made no reply. He was writhing strenuously in order to frustrate Mr. Wilkss evident desire to arrange him comfortably for the administration of the stick he was carrying. Satisfied at last, the ex-steward raised his weapon, and for some seconds plied it briskly. Miss Nugent trembled, but sternly repressing sympathy for the sufferer, was pleased that the long arm of justice had at last over-taken him.

Let him go now, Sam, she said; hes crying.

Im not, yelled Master Hardy, frantically.

I can see the tears, declared Miss Nugent, bending.

Mr. Wilks plied the rod again until his victim, with a sudden turn, fetched him a violent kick on the shin and broke loose. The ex-steward set off in pursuit, somewhat handicapped by the fact that he dare not go over flower-beds, whilst Master Hardy was singularly free from such prejudices. Miss Nugent ran to the side-entrance to cut off his retreat. She was willing for him to be released, but not to escape, and so it fell out that the boy, dodging beneath Mr. Wilkss outspread arms, charged blindly up the side-entrance and bowled the young lady over.

There was a shrill squeal, a flutter of white, and a neat pair of button boots waving in the air. Then Miss Nugent, sobbing piteously, rose from the puddle into which she had fallen and surveyed her garments. Mr. Wilks surveyed them, too, and a very cursory glance was sufficient to show him that the case was beyond his powers. He took the outraged damsel by the hand, and led her, howling lustily, in to the horrified Ann.

My word, said she, gasping. Look at your gloves! Look at your frock!

But Miss Nugent was looking at her knees. There was only a slight redness about the left, but from the right a piece of skin was indubitably missing. This knee she gave Ann instructions to foment with fair water of a comfortable temperature, indulging in satisfied prognostications as to the fate of Master Hardy when her father should see the damage.

The news, when the captain came home, was broken to him by degrees. He was first shown the flower-beds by Ann, then Mrs. Kingdom brought in various soiled garments, and at the psychological moment his daughter bared her knees.

What will you do to him, father? she inquired.

The captain ignored the question in favour of a few remarks on the subject of his daughters behaviour, coupled with stern inquiries as to where she learnt such tricks. In reply Miss Nugent sheltered herself behind a list which contained the names of all the young gentlemen who attended her kindergarten class and many of the young ladies, and again inquired as to the fate of her assailant.

Jack came in soon after, and the indefatigable Miss Nugent produced her knees again. She had to describe the injury to the left, but the right spoke for itself. Jack gazed at it with indignation, and then, without waiting for his tea, put on his cap and sallied out again.

He returned an hour later, and instead of entering the sitting-room went straight upstairs to bed, from whence he sent down word by the sympathetic Ann that he was suffering from a bad headache, which he proposed to treat with raw meat applied to the left eye. His nose, which was apparently suffering from sympathetic inflammation, he left to take care of itself, that organ bitterly resenting any treatment whatsoever.

He described the battle to Kate and Ann the next day, darkly ascribing his defeat to a mysterious compound which Jem Hardy was believed to rub into his arms; to a foolish error of judgment at the beginning of the fray, and to the sun which shone persistently in his eyes all the time. His audience received the explanations in chilly silence.

And he said it was an accident he knocked you down, he concluded; he said he hoped you werent hurt, and he gave me some toffee for you.

What did you do with it? demanded Miss Nugent.

I knew you wouldnt have it, replied her brother, inconsequently, and there wasnt much of it.

His sister regarded him sharply.

You dont mean to say you ate it? she screamed.

Why not? demanded her brother. I wanted comforting, I can tell you.

I wonder you were not too  too proud, said Miss Nugent, bitterly.

Im never too proud to eat toffee, retorted Jack, simply.

He stalked off in dudgeon at the lack of sympathy displayed by his audience, and being still in need of comforting sought it amid the raspberry-canes.

His father noted his sons honourable scars, but made no comment. As to any action on his own part, he realized to the full the impotence of a law-abiding and dignified citizen when confronted by lawless youth. But Master Hardy came to church no more. Indeed, the following Sunday he was fully occupied on the beach, enacting the part of David, after first impressing the raving Mr. Wilks into that of Goliath.
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CHAPTER IV

For the next month or two Master Hardys existence was brightened by the efforts of an elderly steward who made no secret of his intentions of putting an end to it. Mr. Wilks at first placed great reliance on the saw that it is the early bird that catches the worm, but lost faith in it when he found that it made no provision for cases in which the worm leaning from its bedroom window addressed spirited remonstrances to the bird on the subject of its personal appearance.

To the anxious inquiries of Miss Nugent, Mr. Wilks replied that he was biding his time. Every delay, he hinted, made it worse for Master Hardy when the day of retribution should dawn, and although she pleaded earnestly for a little on account he was unable to meet her wishes. Before that day came, however, Captain Nugent heard of the proceedings, and after a painful interview with the steward, during which the latters failings by no means escaped attention, confined him to the house.
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An excellent reason for absenting himself from school was thus denied to Master Hardy; but it has been well said that when one door closes another opens, and to his great satisfaction the old servant, who had been in poor health for some time, suddenly took to her bed and required his undivided attention.

He treated her at first with patent medicines purchased at the chemists, a doctor being regarded by both of them as a piece of unnecessary extravagance; but in spite of four infallible remedies she got steadily worse. Then a doctor was called in, and by the time Captain Hardy returned home she had made a partial recovery, but was clearly incapable of further work. She left in a cab to accept a home with a niece, leaving the captain confronted with a problem which he had seen growing for some time past.

I cant make up my mind what to do with you, he observed, regarding his son.

Im very comfortable, was the reply.

Youre too comfortable, said his father.

Youre running wild. Its just as well poor old Martha has gone; it has brought things to a head.

We could have somebody else, suggested his son.

The captain shook his head. Ill give up the house and send you to London to your Aunt Mary, he said, slowly; she doesnt know you, and once Im at sea and the house given up, she wont be able to send you back.

Master Hardy, who was much averse to leaving Sunwich and had heard accounts of the lady in question which referred principally to her strength of mind, made tender inquiries concerning his fathers comfort while ashore.

Ill take rooms, was the reply, and I shall spend as much time as I can with you in London. You want looking after, my son; Ive heard all about you.

His son, without inquiring as to the nature of the information, denied it at once upon principle; he also alluded darkly to his education, and shook his head over the effects of a change at such a critical period of his existence.

And you talk too much for your age, was his fathers comment when he had finished. A year or two with your aunt ought to make a nice boy of you; theres plenty of room for improvement.

He put his plans in hand at once, and a week before he sailed again had disposed of the house. Some of the furniture he kept for himself; but the bulk of it went to his sister as conscience-money.

Master Hardy, in very low spirits, watched it taken away. Big men in hob-nailed boots ran noisily up the bare stairs, and came down slowly, steering large pieces of furniture through narrow passages, and using much vain repetition when they found their hands acting as fenders. The wardrobe, a piece of furniture which had been built for larger premises, was a particularly hard nut to crack, but they succeeded at last  in three places.
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A few of his intimates came down to see the last of him, and Miss Nugent, who in some feminine fashion regarded the move as a triumph for her family, passed by several times. It might have been chance, it might have been design, but the boy could not help noticing that when the piano, the wardrobe, and other fine pieces were being placed in the van, she was at the other end of the road a position from which such curios as a broken washstand or a two-legged chair never failed to entice her.

It was over at last. The second van had disappeared, and nothing was left but a litter of straw and paper. The front door stood open and revealed desolation. Miss Nugent came to the gate and stared in superciliously.

Im glad youre going, she said, frankly.

Master Hardy scarcely noticed her. One of his friends who concealed strong business instincts beneath a sentimental exterior had suggested souvenirs and given him a spectacle-glass said to have belonged to Henry VIII., and he was busy searching his pockets for an adequate return. Then Captain Hardy came up, and first going over the empty house, came out and bade his son accompany him to the station. A minute or two later and they were out of sight; the sentimentalist stood on the curb gloating over a newly acquired penknife, and Miss Nugent, after being strongly reproved by him for curiosity, paced slowly home with her head in the air.

Sunwich made no stir over the departure of one of its youthful citizens. Indeed, it lacked not those who would have cheerfully parted with two or three hundred more. The boy was quite chilled by the tameness of his exit, and for years afterwards the desolate appearance of the platform as the train steamed out occurred to him with an odd sense of discomfort. In all Sunwich there was only one person who grieved over his departure, and he, after keeping his memory green for two years, wrote off fivepence as a bad debt and dismissed him from his thoughts.

Two months after the Conqueror had sailed again Captain Nugent obtained command of a steamer sailing between London and the Chinese ports. From the gratified lips of Mr. Wilks, Sunwich heard of this new craft, the particular glory of which appeared to be the luxurious appointments of the stewards quarters. Language indeed failed Mr. Wilks in describing it, and, pressed for details, he could only murmur disjointedly of satin-wood, polished brass, and crimson velvet.

Jack Nugent hailed his fathers departure with joy. They had seen a great deal of each other during the latters prolonged stay ashore, and neither had risen in the others estimation in consequence. He became enthusiastic over the sea as a profession for fathers, and gave himself some airs over acquaintances less fortunately placed. In the first flush of liberty he took to staying away from school, the education thus lost being only partially atoned for by a grown-up style of composition engendered by dictating excuses to the easy-going Mrs. Kingdom.

At seventeen he learnt, somewhat to his surprise, that his education was finished. His father provided the information and, simply as a matter of form, consulted him as to his views for the future. It was an important thing to decide upon at short notice, but he was equal to it, and, having suggested gold-digging as the only profession he cared for, was promptly provided by the incensed captain with a stool in the local bank.
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He occupied it for three weeks, a period of time which coincided to a day with his fathers leave ashore. He left behind him his initials cut deeply in the lid of his desk, a miscellaneous collection of cheap fiction, and a few experiments in book-keeping which the manager ultimately solved with red ink and a ruler.

A slight uneasiness as to the wisdom of his proceedings occurred to him just before his fathers return, but he comforted himself and Kate with the undeniable truth that after all the captain couldnt eat him. He was afraid, however, that the latter would be displeased, and, with a constitutional objection to unpleasantness, he contrived to be out when he returned, leaving to Mrs. Kingdom the task of breaking the news.

The captains reply was brief and to the point. He asked his son whether he would like to go to sea, and upon receiving a decided answer in the negative, at once took steps to send him there. In two days he had procured him an outfit, and within a week Jack Nugent, greatly to his own surprise, was on the way to Melbourne as apprentice on the barque Silver Stream.

He liked it even less than the bank. The monotony of the sea was appalling to a youth of his tastes, and the fact that the skipper, a man who never spoke except to find fault, was almost loquacious with him failed to afford him any satisfaction. He liked the mates no better than the skipper, and having said as much one day to the second officer, had no reason afterwards to modify his opinions. He lived a life apart, and except for the cook, another martyr to fault-finding, had no society.

In these uncongenial circumstances the new apprentice worked for four months as he had never believed it possible he could work. He was annoyed both at the extent and the variety of his tasks, the work of an A.B. being gratuitously included in his curriculum. The end of the voyage found him desperate, and after a hasty consultation with the cook they deserted together and went up-country.

Letters, dealing mainly with the ideas and adventures of the cook, reached Sunwich at irregular intervals, and were eagerly perused by Mrs. Kingdom and Kate, but the captain forbade all mention of him. Then they ceased altogether, and after a year or two of unbroken silence Mrs. Kingdom asserted herself, and a photograph in her possession, the only one extant, exposing the missing Jack in petticoats and sash, suddenly appeared on the drawing-room mantelpiece.

The captain stared, but made no comment. Disappointed in his son, he turned for consolation to his daughter, noting with some concern the unaccountable changes which that young lady underwent during his absences. He noticed a difference after every voyage. He left behind him on one occasion a nice trim little girl, and returned to find a creature all legs and arms. He returned again and found the arms less obnoxious and the legs hidden by a long skirt; and as he complained in secret astonishment to his sister, she had developed a motherly manner in her dealings with him which was almost unbearable.

Shell grow out of it soon, said Mrs. Kingdom; you wait and see.

The captain growled and waited, and found his sisters prognostications partly fulfilled. The exuberance of Miss Nugents manner was certainly modified by time, but she developed instead a quiet, unassuming habit of authority which he liked as little.

She gets made such a fuss of, its no wonder, said Mrs. Kingdom, with a satisfied smile. I never heard of a girl getting as much attention as she does; its a wonder her head isnt turned.

Eh! said the startled captain; shed better not let me see anything of it.

Just so, said Mrs. Kingdom.

The captain dwelt on these words and kept his eyes open, and, owing to his daughters benevolent efforts on his behalf, had them fully occupied. He went to sea firmly convinced that she would do something foolish in the matrimonial line, the glowing terms in which he had overheard her describing the charms of the new postman to Mrs. Kingdom filling him with the direst forebodings.

It was his last voyage. An unexpected windfall from an almost forgotten uncle and his own investments had placed him in a position of modest comfort, and just before Miss Nugent reached her twentieth birthday he resolved to spend his declining days ashore and give her those advantages of parental attention from which she had been so long debarred.

Mr. Wilks, to the inconsolable grief of his ship-mates, left with him. He had been for nearly a couple of years in receipt of an annuity purchased for him under the will of his mother, and his defection left a gap never to be filled among comrades who had for some time regarded him in the light of an improved drinking fountain.


CHAPTER V

On a fine afternoon, some two months after his release from the toils of the sea, Captain Nugent sat in the special parlour of The Goblets. The old inn offers hospitality to all, but one parlour has by ancient tradition and the exercise of self-restraint and proper feeling been from time immemorial reserved for the elite of the town.

The captain, confident in the security of these unwritten regulations, conversed freely with his peers. He had been moved to speech by the utter absence of discipline ashore, and from that had wandered to the growing evil of revolutionary ideas at sea. His remarks were much applauded, and two brother-captains listened with grave respect to a disquisition on the wrongs of shipmasters ensuing on the fancied rights of sailor men, the only discordant note being struck by the harbour-master, a man whose ideas had probably been insidiously sapped by a long residence ashore.

A man before the mast, said the latter, fortifying his moral courage with whisky, is a human being.

Nobody denies it, said Captain Nugent, looking round.

One captain agreed with him.

Why dont they act like it, then? demanded the other.

Nugent and the first captain, struck by the re-mark, thought they had perhaps been too hasty in their admission, and waited for number two to continue. They eyed him with silent encouragement.

Why dont they act like it, then? repeated number two, who, being a man of few ideas, was not disposed to waste them.

Captain Nugent and his friend turned to the harbour-master to see how he would meet this poser.

They mostly do, he replied, sturdily. Treat a seaman well, and hell treat you well.

This was rank heresy, and moreover seemed to imply something. Captain Nugent wondered dismally whether life ashore would infect him with the same opinions.

What about that man of mine who threw a belaying-pin at me?

The harbour-master quailed at the challenge. The obvious retort was offensive.

I shall carry the mark with me to my grave, added the captain, as a further inducement to him to reply.

I hope that youll carry it a long time, said the harbour-master, gracefully.

Here, look here, Hall! expostulated captain number two, starting up.

Its all right, Cooper, said Nugent.

Its all right, said captain number one, and in a rash moment undertook to explain. In five minutes he had clouded Captain Coopers intellect for the afternoon.

He was still busy with his self-imposed task when a diversion was created by the entrance of a new arrival. A short, stout man stood for a moment with the handle of the door in his hand, and then came in, carefully bearing before him a glass of gin and water. It was the first time that he had set foot there, and all understood that by this intrusion Mr. Daniel Kybird sought to place sea-captains and other dignitaries on a footing with the keepers of slop-shops and dealers in old clothes. In the midst of an impressive silence he set his glass upon the table and, taking a chair, drew a small clay pipe from his pocket.
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Aghast at the intrusion, the quartette conferred with their eyes, a language which is perhaps only successful in love. Captain Cooper, who was usually moved to speech by externals, was the first to speak.

Youve got a sty coming on your eye, Hall, he remarked.

I daresay.

If anybodys got a needle, said the captain, who loved minor operations.

Nobody heeded him except the harbour-master, and he muttered something about beams and motes, which the captain failed to understand. The others were glaring darkly at Mr. Kybird, who had taken up a newspaper and was busy perusing it.

Are you looking for anybody? demanded Captain Nugent, at last.

No, said Mr. Kybird, looking at him over the top of his paper.

What have you come here for, then? inquired the captain.

I come ere to drink two o gin cold, returned Mr. Kybird, with a dignity befitting the occupation.

Well, suppose you drink it somewhere else, suggested the captain.

Mr. Kybird had another supposition to offer. Suppose I dont? he remarked. Im a respect-able British tradesman, and my money is as good as yours. Ive as much right to be here as you ave. Ive never done anything Im ashamed of!

And you never will, said Captain Coopers friend, grimly, not if you live to be a hundred.

Mr. Kybird looked surprised at the tribute. Thankee, he said, gratefully.

Well, we dont want you here, said Captain Nugent. We prefer your room to your company.

Mr. Kybird leaned back in his chair and twisted his blunt features into an expression of withering contempt. Then he took up a glass and drank, and discovered too late that in the excitement of the moment he had made free with the speakers whisky.

Dont apologize, interrupted the captain; its soon remedied.

He took the glass up gingerly and flung it with a crash into the fireplace. Then he rang the bell.

Ive smashed a dirty glass, he said, as the bar-man entered. How much?

The man told him, and the captain, after a few stern remarks about privacy and harpies, left the room with his friends, leaving the speechless Mr. Kybird gazing at the broken glass and returning evasive replies to the inquiries of the curious Charles.

He finished his gin and water slowly. For months he had been screwing up his courage to carry that room by assault, and this was the result. He had been insulted almost in the very face of Charles, a youth whose reputation as a gossip was second to none in Sunwich.

Do you know what I should do if I was you? said that worthy, as he entered the room again and swept up the broken glass.

I do not, said Mr. Kybird, with lofty indifference.

I shouldnt come ere again, thats what I should do, said Charles, frankly. Next time hell throw you in the fireplace.

Ho, said the heated Mr. Kybird. Ho, will he? Id like to see im. Ill make im sorry for this afore Ive done with im. Ill learn im to insult a respectable British tradesman. Ill show him whos who.

Whatll you do? inquired the other.

Never you mind, said Mr. Kybird, who was not in a position to satisfy his curiosity never you mind. You go and get on with your work, Charles, and praps by the time your moustache as grown big enough to be seen, youll ear something.

I eard something the other day, said the bar-man, musingly; about you it was, but I wouldnt believe it.

Wot was it? demanded the other.

Nothing much, replied Charles, standing with his hand on the door-knob, but I wouldnt believe it of you; I said I couldnt.

Wot  was  it? insisted Mr. Kybird.

Why, they said you once gave a man a fair price for a pair of trousers, said the barman, indignantly.

He closed the door behind him softly, and Mr. Kybird, after a brief pause, opened it again and, more softly still, quitted the precincts of The Goblets, and stepped across the road to his emporium.
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Captain Nugent, in happy ignorance of the dark designs of the wardrobe dealer, had also gone home. He was only just beginning to realize the comparative unimportance of a retired shipmaster, and the knowledge was a source of considerable annoyance to him. No deferential mates listened respectfully to his instructions, no sturdy seaman ran to execute his commands or trembled mutinously at his wrath. The only person in the wide world who stood in awe of him was the general servant Bella, and she made no attempt to conceal her satisfaction at the attention excited by her shortcomings.

He paused a moment at the gate and then, walking slowly up to the door, gave it the knock of a master. A full minute passing, he knocked again, remembering with some misgivings his stern instructions of the day before that the door was to be attended by the servant and by nobody else. He had seen Miss Nugent sitting at the window as he passed it, but in the circumstances the fact gave him no comfort. A third knock was followed by a fourth, and then a distressed voice upstairs was heard calling wildly upon the name of Bella.

At the fifth knock the house shook, and a red-faced maid with her shoulders veiled in a large damp towel passed hastily down the staircase and, slipping the catch, passed more hastily still upstairs again, affording the indignant captain a glimpse of a short striped skirt as it turned the landing.

Is there any management at all in this house? he inquired, as he entered the room.

Bella was dressing, said Miss Nugent, calmly, and you gave orders yesterday that nobody else was to open the door.

Nobody else when shes available, qualified her father, eyeing her sharply. When I give orders I expect people to use their common sense. Why isnt my tea ready? Its five oclock.

The clocks twenty minutes fast, said Kate. Whos been meddling with it? demanded her father, verifying the fact by his watch.

Miss Nugent shook her head. Its gained that since you regulated it last night, she said, with a smile.

The captain threw himself into an easy-chair, and with one eye on the clock, waited until, at five minutes to the hour by the right time, a clatter of crockery sounded from the kitchen, and Bella, still damp, came in with the tray. Her eye was also on the clock, and she smirked weakly in the captains direction as she saw that she was at least two minutes ahead of time. At a minute to the hour the teapot itself was on the tray, and the heavy breathing of the handmaiden in the kitchen was audible to all.

Punctual to the minute, John, said Mrs. Kingdom, as she took her seat at the tray. Its wonderful how that girl has improved since youve been at home. She isnt like the same girl.

She raised the teapot and, after pouring out a little of the contents, put it down again and gave it another two minutes. At the end of that time, the colour being of the same unsatisfactory paleness, she set the pot down and was about to raise the lid when an avalanche burst into the room and, emptying some tea into the pot from a canister-lid, beat a hasty re-treat.

Good tea and well-trained servants, muttered the captain to his plate. What more can a man want?

Mrs. Kingdom coughed and passed his cup; Miss Nugent, who possessed a healthy appetite, serenely attacked her bread and butter; conversation languished.

I suppose youve heard the news, John? said his sister.

I daresay I have, was the reply.

Strange he should come back after all these years, said Mrs. Kingdom; though, to be sure, I dont know why he shouldnt. Its his native place, and his father lives here.

Who are you talking about? inquired the captain.

Why, James Hardy, replied his sister. I thought you said you had heard. Hes coming back to Sunwich and going into partnership with old Swann, the shipbroker. A very good thing for him, I should think.

Im not interested in the doings of the Hardys, said the captain, gruffly.

Im sure Im not, said his sister, defensively.

Captain Nugent proceeded with his meal in silence. His hatred of Hardy had not been lessened by the success which had attended that gentlemans career, and was not likely to be improved by the well-being of Hardy junior. He passed his cup for some more tea, and, with a furtive glance at the photograph on the mantelpiece, wondered what had happened to his own son.

I dont suppose I should know him if I saw him, continued Mrs. Kingdom, addressing a respectable old arm-chair; London is sure to have changed him.

Is this water-cress? inquired the captain, looking up from his plate.

Yes. Why? said Mrs. Kingdom.

I only wanted information, said her brother, as he deposited the salad in question in the slop-basin.

Mrs. Kingdom, with a resigned expression, tried to catch her nieces eye and caught the captains instead. Miss Nugent happening to glance up saw her fascinated by the basilisk glare of the master of the house.

Some more tea, please, she said.

Her aunt took her cup, and in gratitude for the diversion picked out the largest lumps of sugar in the basin.

London changes so many people, mused the persevering lady, stirring her tea. Ive noticed it before. Why it is I cant say, but the fact remains. It seems to improve them altogether. I dare say that young Hardy

Will you understand that I wont have the Hardys mentiond in my house? said the captain, looking up. Im not interested in their business, and I will not have it discussed here.

As you please, John, said his sister, drawing herself up. Its your house and you are master here. Im sure I dont want to discuss them. Nothing was farther from my thoughts. You understand what your father says, Kate?

Perfectly, said Miss Nugent. When the desire to talk about the Hardys becomes irresistible we must go for a walk.

The captain turned in his chair and regarded his daughter steadily. She met his gaze with calm affection.

I wish you were a boy, he growled.

Youre the only man in Sunwich who wishes that, said Miss Nugent, complacently, and I dont believe you mean it. If youll come a little closer Ill put my head on your shoulder and convert you.

Kate! said Mrs. Kingdom, reprovingly.

And, talking about heads, said Miss Nugent, briskly, reminds me that I want a new hat. You neednt look like that; good-looking daughters always come expensive.

She moved her chair a couple of inches in his direction and smiled alluringly. The captain shifted uneasily; prudence counselled flight, but dignity forbade it. He stared hard at Mrs. Kingdom, and a smile of rare appreciation on that ladys face endeavoured to fade slowly and naturally into another expression. The chair came nearer.

Dont be foolish, said the captain, gruffly.

The chair came still nearer until at last it touched his, and then Miss Nugent, with a sigh of exaggerated content, allowed her head to sink gracefully on his shoulder.

Most comfortable shoulder in Sunwich, she murmured; come and try the other, aunt, and perhaps youll get a new bonnet.
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Mrs. Kingdom hastened to reassure her brother. She would almost as soon have thought of putting her head on the block. At the same time it was quite evident that she was taking a mild joy in his discomfiture and eagerly awaiting further developments.

When you are tired of this childish behaviour, miss, said the captain, stiffly  

There was a pause. Kate! said Mrs. Kingdom, in tones of mild reproof, how can you?

Very good, said the captain, well see who gets tired of it first. Im in no hurry.

A delicate but unmistakable snore rose from his shoulder in reply.


CHAPTER VI

For the first few days after his return Sunwich was full of surprises to Jem Hardy. The town itself had changed but little, and the older inhabitants were for the most part easily recognisable, but time had wrought wonders among the younger members of the population: small boys had attained to whiskered manhood, and small girls passing into well-grown young women had in some cases even changed their names.

The most astounding and gratifying instance of the wonders effected by time was that of Miss Nugent. He saw her first at the window, and with a ready recognition of the enchantment lent by distance took the first possible opportunity of a closer observation. He then realized the enchantment afforded by proximity. The second opportunity led him impetuously into a drapers shop, where a magnificent shop-walker, after first ceremoniously handing him a high cane chair, passed on his order for pins in a deep and thrilling baritone, and retired in good order.
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By the end of a week his observations were completed, and Kate Nugent, securely enthroned in his mind as the incarnation of feminine grace and beauty, left but little room for other matters. On his second Sunday at home, to his fathers great surprise, he attended church, and after contemplating Miss Nugents back hair for an hour and a half came home and spoke eloquently and nobly on burying hatchets, healing old sores, letting bygones be bygones, and kindred topics.

I never take much notice of sermons myself, said the captain, misunderstanding.

Sermon? said his son. I wasnt thinking of the sermon, but I saw Captain Nugent there, and I remembered the stupid quarrel between you. Its absurd that it should go on indefinitely.

Why, what does it matter? inquired the other, staring. Why shouldnt it? Perhaps its the music thats affected you; some of those old hymns

It wasnt the sermon and it wasnt the hymns, said his son, disdainfully; its just common sense. It seems to me that the enmity between you has lasted long enough.

I dont see that it matters, said the captain; it doesnt hurt me. Nugent goes his way and I go mine, but if I ever get a chance at the old man, hed better look out. He wants a little of the starch taken out of him.

Mere mannerism, said his son.

Hes as proud as Lucifer, and his girl takes after him, said the innocent captain. By the way, shes grown up a very good-looking girl. You take a look at her the next time you see her.

His son stared at him.

Shell get married soon, I should think, continued the other. Young Murchison, the new doctor here, seems to be the favourite. Nugent is backing him, so they say; I wish him joy of his father-in-law.

Jem Hardy took his pipe into the garden, and, pacing slowly up and down the narrow paths, determined, at any costs, to save Dr. Murchison from such a father-in-law and Kate Nugent from any husband except of his choosing. He took a seat under an old apple tree, and, musing in the twilight, tried in vain to think of ways and means of making her acquaintance.

Meantime they passed each other as strangers, and the difficulty of approaching her only made the task more alluring. In the second week he reckoned up that he had seen her nine times. It was a satisfactory total, but at the same time he could not shut his eyes to the fact that five times out of that number he had seen Dr. Murchison as well, and neither of them appeared to have seen him.

He sat thinking it over in the office one hot afternoon. Mr. Adolphus Swann, his partner, had just returned from lunch, and for about the fifth time that day was arranging his white hair and short, neatly pointed beard in a small looking-glass. Over the top of it he glanced at Hardy, who, leaning back in his chair, bit his pen and stared hard at a paper before him.

Is that the manifest of the North Star? he inquired.

No, was the reply.

Mr. Swann put his looking-glass away and watched the other as he crossed over to the window and gazed through the small, dirty panes at the bustling life of the harbour below. For a short time Hardy stood gazing in silence, and then, suddenly crossing the room, took his hat from a peg and went out.

Restless, said the senior partner, wiping his folders with great care and putting them on. Wonder where hes put that manifest.

He went over to the others desk and opened a drawer to search for it. Just inside was a sheet of foolscap, and Mr. Swann with growing astonishment slowly mastered the contents.
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See her as often as possible.

Get to know some of her friends.

Try and get hold of the old lady.

Find out her tastes and ideas.

Show my hand before Murchison has it all his own way.

It seems to me, said the bewildered shipbroker, carefully replacing the paper, that my young friend is looking out for another partner. He hasnt lost much time.

He went back to his seat and resumed his work. It occurred to him that he ought to let his partner know what he had seen, and when Hardy returned he had barely seated himself before Mr. Swann with a mysterious smile crossed over to him, bearing a sheet of foolscap.

Try and dress as well as my partner, read the astonished Hardy. Whats the matter with my clothes? What do you mean?

Mr. Swann, in place of answering, returned to his desk and, taking up another sheet of foolscap, began to write again, holding up his hand for silence as Hardy repeated his question. When he had finished his task he brought it over and placed it in the others hand.

Take her little brother out for walks.

Hardy crumpled the paper up and flung it aside. Then, with his face crimson, he stared wrathfully at the benevolent Swann.

Its the safest card in the pack, said the latter. You please everybody; especially the little brother. You should always hold his hand  it looks well for one thing, and if you shut your eyes

I dont want any of your nonsense, said the maddened Jem. What do you mean by reading my private papers?

I came over to look for the manifest, said Mr. Swann, and I read it before I could make out what it was. You must admit its a bit cryptic. I thought it was a new game at first. Getting hold of the old lady sounds like a sort of blind-mans buff. But why not get hold of the young one? Why waste time over

Go to the devil, said the junior partner.

Any more suggestions I can give you, you are heartily welcome to, said Mr. Swann, going back to his seat. All my vast experience is at your service, and the best and sweetest and prettiest girls in Sunwich regard me as a sort of second father.

Whats a second father? inquired Jim, looking up a grandfather?

Go your own way, said the other; I wash my hands of you. Youre not in earnest, or youd clutch at any straw. But let me give you one word of advice. Be careful how you get hold of the old lady; let her understand from the commencement that it isnt her.

Mr. Hardy went on with his work. There was a pile of it in front of him and an accumulation in his drawers. For some time he wrote assiduously, but work was dry after the subject they had been discussing. He looked over at his partner and, seeing that that gentleman was gravely busy, reopened the matter with a jeer.

Old maids always know most about rearing children, he remarked; so I suppose old bachelors, looking down on life from the top shelf, think they know most about marriage.

I wash my hands of you, repeated the senior, placidly. I am not to be taunted into rendering first aid to the wounded.

The conscience-stricken junior lost his presence of mind. Whos trying to taunt you? he demanded, hotly. Why, youd do more harm than good.

Put a bandage round the head instead of the heart, I expect, assented the chuckling Swann. Top shelf, I think you said; well, I climbed there for safety.

You must have been much run after, said his partner.

I was, said the other. I suppose thats why it is I am always so interested in these affairs. I have helped to marry so many people in this place, that Im almost afraid to stir out after dark.

Hardys reply was interrupted by the entrance of Mr. Edward Silk, a young man of forlorn aspect, who combined in his person the offices of messenger, cleaner, and office-boy to the firm. He brought in some letters, and placing them on Mr. Swanns desk retired.

Theres another, said the latter, as the door closed. His complaint is Amelia Kybird, and hes got it badly. Shes big enough to eat him, but I believe that they are engaged. Perseverance has done it in his case. He used to go about like a blighted flower

I am rather busy, his partner reminded him.

Mr. Swann sighed and resumed his own labours. For some time both men wrote in silence. Then the elder suddenly put his pen down and hit his desk a noisy thump with his fist.

Ive got it, he said, briskly; apologize humbly for all your candour, and I will give you a piece of information which shall brighten your dull eyes, raise the corners of your drooping mouth, and renew once more the pink and cream in your youthful cheeks.

Look here said the overwrought Hardy.

Samson Wilks, interrupted Mr. Swann, number three, Fullalove Alley, at home Fridays, seven to nine, to the daughter of his late skipper, who always visits him on that day. Dont thank me, Hardy, in case you break down. Shes a very nice girl, and if she had been born twenty years earlier, or I had been born twenty years later, or you hadnt been born at all, theres no saying what might not have happened.

When I want you to interfere in my business, said Hardy, working sedulously, Ill let you know.

Very good, replied Swann; still, remember Thursdays, seven to nine.

Thursdays, said Hardy, incautiously; why, you said Fridays just now.

Mr. Swann made no reply. His nose was immersed in the folds of a large handkerchief, and his eyes watered profusely behind his glasses. It was some minutes before he had regained his normal composure, and even then the sensitive nerves of his partner were offended by an occasional belated chuckle.

Although by dint of casual and cautious inquiries Mr. Hardy found that his partners information was correct, he was by no means guilty of any feelings of gratitude towards him; and he only glared scornfully when that excellent but frivolous man mounted a chair on Friday afternoon, and putting the clock on a couple of hours or so, urged him to be in time.

The evening, however, found him starting slowly in the direction of Fullalove Alley. His father had gone to sea again, and the house was very dull; moreover, he felt a mild curiosity to see the changes wrought by time in Mr. Wilks. He walked along by the sea, and as the church clock struck the three-quarters turned into the alley and looked eagerly round for the old steward.

The labours of the day were over, and the inhabitants were for the most part out of doors taking the air. Shirt-sleeved householders, leaning against their door-posts smoking, exchanged ideas across the narrow space paved with cobble-stones which separated their small and ancient houses, while the matrons, more gregariously inclined, bunched in little groups and discussed subjects which in higher circles would have inundated the land with libel actions. Up and down the alley a tiny boy all ready for bed, with the exception of his nightgown, mechanically avoided friendly palms as he sought anxiously for his mother.
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The object of Mr. Hardys search sat at the door of his front room, which opened on to the alley, smoking an evening pipe, and noting with an interested eye the doings of his neighbours. He was just preparing to draw himself up in his chair as the intruder passed, when to his utter astonishment that gentleman stopped in front of him, and taking possession of his hand shook it fervently.

How do you do? he said, smiling.

Mr. Wilks eyed him stupidly and, releasing his hand, coyly placed it in his trouser-pocket and breathed hard.

I meant to come before, said Hardy, but Ive been so busy. How are you?

Mr. Wilks, still dazed, muttered that he was very well. Then he sat bolt upright in his chair and eyed his visitor suspiciously.

Ive been longing for a chat with you about old times, said Hardy; of all my old friends you seem to have changed the least. You dont look a day older.

Im getting on, said Mr. Wilks, trying to speak coldly, but observing with some gratification the effect produced upon his neighbours by the appearance of this well-dressed acquaintance.

I wanted to ask your advice, said the unscrupulous Hardy, speaking in low tones. I daresay you know Ive just gone into partnership in Sunwich, and Im told theres no man knows more about the business and the ins and outs of this town than you do.

Mr. Wilks thawed despite himself. His face glistened and his huge mouth broke into tremulous smiles. For a moment he hesitated, and then noticing that a little group near them had suspended their conversation to listen to his he drew his chair back and, in a kind voice, invited the searcher after wisdom to step inside.

Hardy thanked him, and, following him in, took a chair behind the door, and with an air of youthful deference bent his ear to catch the pearls which fell from the lips of his host. Since he was a babe on his mothers knee sixty years before Mr. Wilks had never had such an attentive and admiring listener. Hardy sat as though glued to his chair, one eye on Mr. Wilks and the other on the clock, and it was not until that ancient timepiece struck the hour that the ex-steward suddenly realized the awkward state of affairs.

Any more elp I can give you I shall always be pleased to, he said, looking at the clock.

Hardy thanked him at great length, wondering, as he spoke, whether Miss Nugent was of punctual habits. He leaned back in his chair and, folding his arms, gazed thoughtfully at the perturbed Mr. Wilks.

You must come round and smoke a pipe with me sometimes, he said, casually.

Mr. Wilks flushed with gratified pride. He had a vision of himself walking up to the front door of the Hardys, smoking a pipe in a well-appointed room, and telling an incredulous and envious Fullalove Alley about it afterwards.

I shall be very pleased, sir, he said, impressively.

Come round on Tuesday, said his visitor. I shall be at home then.

Mr. Wilks thanked him and, spurred on to hospitality, murmured something about a glass of ale, and retired to the back to draw it. He came back with a jug and a couple of glasses, and draining his own at a draught, hoped that the example would not be lost upon his visitor. That astute person, however, after a modest draught, sat still, anchored to the half-empty glass.

Im expecting somebody to-night, said the ex-steward, at last.

No doubt you have a lot of visitors, said the other, admiringly.

Mr. Wilks did not deny it. He eyed his guests glass and fidgeted.

Miss Nugent is coming, he said.

Instead of any signs of disorder and preparations for rapid flight, Mr. Wilks saw that the other was quite composed. He began to entertain a poor idea of Mr. Hardys memory.

She generally comes for a little quiet chat, he said.

Indeed!

Just between the two of us, said the other.

His visitor said Indeed, and, as though some chord of memory had been touched, sat gazing dreamily at Mr. Wilkss horticultural collection in the window. Then he changed colour a little as a smart hat and a pretty face crossed the tiny panes. Mr. Wilks changed colour too, and in an awkward fashion rose to receive Miss Nugent.

Late as usual, Sam, said the girl, sinking into a chair. Then she caught sight of Hardy, who was standing by the door.
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Its a long time since you and I met, Miss Nugent, he said, bowing.

Mr. Hardy? said the girl, doubtfully.

Yes, miss, interposed Mr. Wilks, anxious to explain his position. He called in to see me; quite a surprise to me it was. I ardly knowed him.

The last time we three met, said Hardy, who to his hosts discomfort had resumed his chair, Wilks was thrashing me and you were urging him on.

Kate Nugent eyed him carefully. It was preposterous that this young man should take advantage of a boy and girl acquaintance of eleven years before  and such an acquaintance!  in this manner. Her eyes expressed a little surprise, not unmixed with hauteur, but Hardy was too pleased to have them turned in his direction at all to quarrel with their expression.

You were a bit of a trial in them days, said Mr. Wilks, shaking his head. If I live to be ninety I shall never forget seeing Miss Kate capsized the way she was. The way she  

How is your cold? inquired Miss Nugent, hastily.

Better, miss, thankee, said Mr. Wilks.

Miss Nugent has forgotten and forgiven all that long ago, said Hardy.

Quite, assented the girl, coldly; one cannot remember all the boys and girls one knew as a child.

Certainly not, said Hardy. I find that many have slipped from my own memory, but I have a most vivid recollection of you.

Miss Nugent looked at him again, and an idea, strange and incredible, dawned slowly upon her. Childish impressions are lasting, and Jem Hardy had remained in her mind as a sort of youthful ogre. He sat before her now a frank, determined-looking young Englishman, in whose honest eyes admiration of herself could not be concealed. Indignation and surprise struggled for supremacy.

Its odd, remarked Mr. Wilks, who had a happy knack at times of saying the wrong thing, its odd you should ave appened to come just at the same time as Miss Kate did.

Its my good fortune, said Hardy, with a slight bow. Then he cocked a malignant eye at the innocent Mr. Wilks, and wondered at what age men discarded the useless habit of blushing. Opposite him sat Miss Nugent, calmly observant, the slightest suggestion of disdain in her expression. Framed in the queer, high-backed old chair which had belonged to Mr. Wilkss grandfather, she made a picture at which Jem Hardy continued to gaze with respectful ardour. A hopeless sense of self-depreciation possessed him, but the idea that Murchison should aspire to so much goodness and beauty made him almost despair of his sex. His reverie was broken by the voice of Mr. Wilks.

A quarter to eight? said that gentleman in-credulously; it cant be.

I thought it was later than that, said Hardy, simply.

Mr. Wilks gasped, and with a faint shake of his head at the floor abandoned the thankless task of giving hints to a young man who was too obtuse to see them; and it was not until some time later that Mr. Hardy, sorely against his inclinations, gave his host a hearty handshake and, with a respectful bow to Miss Nugent, took his departure.

Fine young man hes growed, said Mr. Wilks, deferentially, turning to his remaining visitor; greatly improved, I think.

Miss Nugent looked him over critically before replying. He seems to have taken a great fancy to you, she remarked.

Mr. Wilks smiled a satisfied smile. He came to ask my advice about business, he said, softly. Hes eard two or three speak o me as knowing a thing or two, and being young, and just starting, e came to talk it over with me. I never see a young man so pleased and ready to take advice as wot he is.

He is coming again for more, I suppose? said Miss Nugent, carelessly.

Mr. Wilks acquiesced. And he asked me to go over to his ouse to smoke a pipe with im on Tuesday, he added, in the casual manner in which men allude to their aristocratic connections. Hes a bit lonely, all by himself.

Miss Nugent said, Indeed, and then, lapsing into silence, gave little occasional side-glances at Mr. Wilks, as though in search of any hidden charms about him which might hitherto have escaped her.

At the same time Mr. James Hardy, walking slowly home by the edge of the sea, pondered on further ways and means of ensnaring the affection of the ex-steward.


CHAPTER VII

The anticipations of Mr. Wilks were more than realized on the following Tuesday. From the time a trim maid showed him into the smoking-room until late at night, when he left, a feted and honoured guest, with one of his hosts best cigars between his teeth, nothing that could yield him any comfort was left undone. In the easiest of easy chairs he sat in the garden beneath the leafy branches of apple trees, and undiluted wisdom and advice flowed from his lips in a stream as he beamed delightedly upon his entertainer.
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Their talk was mainly of Sunwich and Sunwich people, and it was an easy step from these to Equator Lodge. On that subject most people would have found the ex-steward somewhat garrulous, but Jem Hardy listened with great content, and even brought him back to it when he showed signs of wandering. Altogether Mr. Wilks spent one of the pleasantest evenings of his life, and, returning home in a slight state of mental exhilaration, severely exercised the tongues of Fullalove Alley by a bearing considered incompatible with his station.

Jem Hardy paid a return call on the following Friday, and had no cause to complain of any lack of warmth in his reception. The ex-steward was delighted to see him, and after showing him various curios picked up during his voyages, took him to the small yard in the rear festooned with scarlet-runner beans, and gave him a chair in full view of the neighbours.

Im the only visitor to-night? said Hardy, after an hours patient listening and waiting.

Mr. Wilks nodded casually. Miss Kate came last night, he said. Friday is her night, but she came yesterday instead.

Mr. Hardy said, Oh, indeed, and fell straight-way into a dismal reverie from which the most spirited efforts of his host only partially aroused him.

Without giving way to undue egotism it was pretty clear that Miss Nugent had changed her plans on his account, and a long vista of pleasant Friday evenings suddenly vanished. He, too, resolved to vary his visits, and, starting with a basis of two a week, sat trying to solve the mathematical chances of selecting the same as Kate Nugent; calculations which were not facilitated by a long-winded account from Mr. Wilks of certain interesting amours of his youthful prime.

Before he saw Kate Nugent again, however, another old acquaintance turned up safe and sound in Sunwich. Captain Nugent walking into the town saw him first: a tall, well-knit young man in shabby clothing, whose bearing even in the distance was oddly familiar. As he came closer the captains misgivings were confirmed, and in the sunburnt fellow in tattered clothes who advanced upon him with out-stretched hand he reluctantly recognized his son.

What have you come home for? he inquired, ignoring the hand and eyeing him from head to foot.

Change, said Jack Nugent, laconically, as the smile left his face.

The captain shrugged his shoulders and stood silent. His son looked first up the road and then down.

All well at home? he inquired.

Yes.

Jack Nugent looked up the road again.

Not much change in the town, he said, at length.

No, said his father.

Well, Im glad to have seen you, said his son. Good-bye.

Good-bye, said the captain.

His son nodded and, turning on his heel, walked back towards the town. Despite his forlorn appearance his step was jaunty and he carried his head high. The captain watched him until he was hidden by a bend in the road, and then, ashamed of himself for displaying so much emotion, turned his own steps in the direction of home.

Well, he didnt whine, he said, slowly. Hes got a bit of pride left.

Meantime the prodigal had reached the town again, and stood ruefully considering his position.

He looked up the street, and then, the well-known shop of Mr. Kybird catching his eye, walked over and inspected the contents of the window. Sheath-knives, belts, tobacco-boxes, and watches were displayed alluringly behind the glass, sheltered from the sun by a row of cheap clothing dangling from short poles over the shop front. All the goods were marked in plain figures in reduced circumstances, Mr. Kybird giving a soaring imagination play in the first marking, and a good business faculty in the second.

At these valuables Jack Nugent, with a view of obtaining some idea of prices, gazed for some time. Then passing between two suits of oilskins which stood as sentinels in the doorway, he entered the shop and smiled affably at Miss Kybird, who was in charge. At his entrance she put down a piece of fancy-work, which Mr. Kybird called his sock, and with a casual glance at his clothes regarded him with a prejudiced eye.

Beautiful day, said the customer; makes one feel quite young again.

What do you want? inquired Miss Kybird.
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Mr. Nugent turned to a broken cane-chair which stood by the counter, and, after applying severe tests, regardless of the ladys feelings, sat down upon it and gave a sigh of relief.

Ive walked from London, he said, in explanation. I could sit here for hours.

Look here   began the indignant Miss Kybird.

Only people would be sure to couple our names together, continued Mr. Nugent, mournfully.

When a handsome young man and a good-looking girl  

Do you want to buy anything or not? demanded Miss Kybird, with an impatient toss of her head.

No, said Jack, I want to sell.

Youve come to the wrong shop, then, said Miss Kybird; the warehouse is full of rubbish now.

The other turned in his chair and looked hard at the window. So it is, he assented. Its a good job Ive brought you something decent to put there.

He felt in his pockets and, producing a silver-mounted briar-pipe, a battered watch, a knife, and a few other small articles, deposited them with reverent care upon the counter.

No use to us, declared Miss Kybird, anxious to hit back; we burn coal here.

Thesell burn better than the coal you buy, said the unmoved customer.

Well, we dont want them, retorted Miss Kybird, raising her voice, and I dont want any of your impudence. Get up out of our chair.

Her heightened tones penetrated to the small and untidy room behind the shop. The door opened, and Mr. Kybird in his shirt-sleeves appeared at the opening.

Wots the row? he demanded, his little black eyes glancing from one to the other.

Only a lovers quarrel, replied Jack. You go away; we dont want you.

Look ere, we dont want none o your nonsense, said the shopkeeper, sharply; and, wots more, we wont ave it. Who put that rubbish on my counter?

He bustled forward, and taking the articles in his hands examined them closely.

Three shillings for the lot  cash, he remarked. Done, said the other.

Did I say three? inquired Mr. Kybird, startled at this ready acceptance.

Five you said, replied Mr. Nugent, but Ill take three, if you throw in a smile.

Mr. Kybird, much against his inclinations, threw in a faint grin, and opening a drawer produced three shillings and flung them separately on the counter. Miss Kybird thawed somewhat, and glancing from the customers clothes to his face saw that he had a pleasant eye and a good moustache, together with a general air of recklessness much appreciated by the sex.

Dont spend it on drink, she remarked, not unkindly.

I wont, said the other, solemnly; Im going to buy house property with it.

Why, darn my eyes, said Mr. Kybird, who had been regarding him closely; darn my old eyes, if it aint young Nugent. Well, well!

Thats me, said young Nugent, cheerfully; I should have known you anywhere, Kybird: same old face, same old voice, same old shirt-sleeves.

Ere, come now, objected the shopkeeper, shortening his arm and squinting along it.

I should have known you anywhere, continued the other, mournfully; and here Ive thrown up a splendid berth and come all the way from Australia just for one glimpse of Miss Kybird, and she doesnt know me. When I die, Kybird, you will find the word Calais engraven upon my heart.

Mr. Kybird said, Oh, indeed. His daughter tossed her head and bade Mr. Nugent take his nonsense to people who might like it.

Last time I see you, said Mr. Kybird, pursing up his lips and gazing at the counter in an effort of memory; last time I see you was one fifth o November when you an another bright young party was going about in two suits o oilskins wot Id been unting for igh and low all day long.

Jack Nugent sighed. They were happy times, Kybird.

Might ha been for you, retorted the other, his temper rising a little at the remembrance of his wrongs.

Have you come home for good? inquired Miss Kybird, curiously. Have you seen your father? He passed here a little while ago.

I saw him, said Jack, with a brevity which was not lost upon the astute Mr. Kybird. I may stay in Sunwich, and I may not  it all depends.

Youre not going ome? said Mr. Kybird.

No.

The shopkeeper stood considering. He had a small room to let at the top of his house, and he stood divided between the fear of not getting his rent and the joy to a man fond of simple pleasures, to be obtained by dunning the arrogant Captain Nugent for his sons debts. Before he could arrive at a decision his meditations were interrupted by the entrance of a stout, sandy-haired lady from the back parlour, who, having conquered his scruples against matrimony some thirty years before, had kept a particularly wide-awake eye upon him ever since.

Your teas a-gettin cold, she remarked, severely.

Her husband received the news with calmness. He was by no means an enthusiast where that liquid was concerned, the admiration evoked by its non-inebriating qualities having been always something in the nature of a mystery to him.

Im coming, he retorted; Im just aving a word with Mr. Nugent ere.

Well, I never did, said the stout lady, coming farther into the shop and regarding the visitor. I shouldnt ave knowed im. If youd asked me who e was I couldnt ha told you  I shouldnt ave knowed im from Adam.

Jack shook his head. Its hard to be forgotten like this, he said, sadly. Even Miss Kybird had forgotten me, after all that had passed between us.

Eh? said Mr. Kybird.

Oh, dont take any notice of him, said his daughter. Id like to see myself.

Mr. Kybird paid no heed. He was still thinking of the son of Captain Nugent being indebted to him for lodging, and the more he thought of the idea the better he liked it.

Well, now youre ere, he said, with a great assumption of cordiality, why not come in and ave a cup o tea?

The other hesitated a moment and then, with a light laugh, accepted the offer. He followed them into the small and untidy back parlour, and being requested by his hostess to squeeze in next to Melia at the small round table, complied so literally with the order that that young lady complained bitterly of his encroachments.

And where do you think of sleeping to-night? inquired Mr. Kybird after his daughter had, to use her own expressive phrase, shown the guest his place.

Mr. Nugent shook his head. I shall get a lodging somewhere, he said, airily.

Theres a room upstairs as you might ave if you liked, said Mr. Kybird, slowly. Its been let to a very respectable, clean young man for half a crown a week. Really it ought to be three shillings, but if you like to ave it at the old price, you can.

Done with you, said the other.

No doubt youll soon get something to do, continued Mr. Kybird, more in answer to his wifes inquiring glances than anything else. Half a crown every Saturday and the rooms yours.

Mr. Nugent thanked him, and after making a tea which caused Mr. Kybird to congratulate himself upon the fact that he hadnt offered to board him, sat regaling Mrs. Kybird and daughter with a recital of his adventures in Australia, receiving in return a full and true account of Sunwich and its people up to date.

Theres no pride about im, thats what I like, said Mrs. Kybird to her lord and master as they sat alone after closing time over a glass of gin and water. Hes a nice young feller, but bisness is bisness, and spose you dont get your rent?

I shall get it sooner or later, said Mr. Kybird. That stuck-up father of is ll be in a fine way at im living here. Thats wot Im thinking of.

I dont see why, said Mrs. Kybird, bridling. Whos Captain Nugent, I should like to know? Were as good as what e is, if not better. And as for the gell, if shed got all Amelias looks shed do.

Melias a fine-looking gal, assented Mr. Kybird. I wonder  

He laid his pipe down on the table and stared at the mantelpiece. He seems very struck with er, he concluded. I see that directly.

Not afore I did, said his wife, sharply.

See it afore you come into the shop, said Mr. Kybird, triumphantly. It ud be a strange thing to marry into that family, Emma.

Shes keeping company with young Teddy Silk, his wife reminded him, coldly; and if she wasnt she could do better than a young man without a penny in is pocket. Prides a fine thing, Danl, but you cant live on it.

I know what Im talking about, said Mr. Kybird, impatiently. I know shes keeping company with Teddy as well as wot you do. Still, as far as money goes, young Nugent ll be all right.

Ow? inquired his wife.

Mr. Kybird hesitated and took a sip of his gin and water. Then he regarded the wife of his bosom with a calculating glance which at once excited that ladys easily kindled wrath.
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You know I never tell secrets, she cried.

Not often, corrected Mr. Kybird, but then I dont often tell you any. Wot would you say to young Nugent coming into five undred pounds is mother left im when hes twenty-five? He dont know it, but I do.

Five undred, repeated his wife, sure?

No, said the other, Im not sure, but I know. I ad it from young Roberts when e was at Stone and Dartnells. Five undred pounds! I shall get my money all right some time, and, if e wants a little bit to go on with, e can have it. Hes honest enough; I can see that by his manner.

Upstairs in the tiny room under the tiles Mr. Jack Nugent, in blissful ignorance of his landlords generous sentiments towards him, slept the sound, dreamless sleep of the man free from monetary cares. In the sanctity of her chamber Miss Kybird, gazing approvingly at the reflection of her yellow hair and fine eyes in the little cracked looking-glass, was already comparing him very favourably with the somewhat pessimistic Mr. Silk.


CHAPTER VIII

Mr. Nugents return caused a sensation in several quarters, the feeling at Equator Lodge bordering close upon open mutiny. Even Mrs. Kingdom plucked up spirit and read the astonished captain a homily upon the first duties of a parent  a homily which she backed up by reading the story of the Prodigal Son through to the bitter end. At the conclusion she broke down entirely and was led up to bed by Kate and Bella, the sympathy of the latter taking an acute form, and consisting mainly of innuendoes which could only refer to one person in the house.

Kate Nugent, who was not prone to tears, took a different line, but with no better success. The captain declined to discuss the subject, and, after listening to a description of himself in which Nero and other celebrities figured for the purpose of having their characters whitewashed, took up his hat and went out.

Jem Hardy heard of the new arrival from his partner, and, ignoring that gentlemans urgent advice to make hay while the sun shone and take Master Nugent for a walk forthwith sat thoughtfully considering how to turn the affair to the best advantage. A slight outbreak of diphtheria at Fullalove Alley had, for a time, closed that thoroughfare to Miss Nugent, and he was inclined to regard the opportune arrival of her brother as an effort of Providence on his behalf.

For some days, however, he looked for Jack Nugent in vain, that gentleman either being out of doors engaged in an earnest search for work, or snugly seated in the back parlour of the Kybirds, indulging in the somewhat perilous pastime of paying compliments to Amelia Kybird. Remittances which had reached him from his sister and aunt had been promptly returned, and he was indebted to the amiable Mr. Kybird for the bare necessaries of life. In these circumstances a warm feeling of gratitude towards the family closed his eyes to their obvious shortcomings.

He even obtained work down at the harbour through a friend of Mr. Kybirds. It was not of a very exalted nature, and caused more strain upon the back than the intellect, but seven years of roughing it had left him singularly free from caste prejudices, a freedom which he soon discovered was not shared by his old acquaintances at Sunwich. The discovery made him somewhat bitter, and when Hardy stopped him one afternoon as he was on his way home from work he tried to ignore his outstretched hand and continued on his way.
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It is a long time since we met, said Hardy, placing himself in front of him.

Good heavens, said Jack, regarding him closely, its Jemmy Hardy  grown up spick and span like the industrious little boys in the school-books. I heard you were back here.

I came back just before you did, said Hardy. Brass band playing you in and all that sort of thing, I suppose, said the other. Alas, how the wicked prosper  and you were wicked. Do you remember how you used to knock me about?

Come round to my place and have a chat, said Hardy.

Jack shook his head. Theyre expecting me in to tea, he said, with a nod in the direction of Mr. Kybirds, and honest waterside labourers who earn their bread by the sweat of their brow  when the foreman is looking  do not frequent the society of the upper classes.

Dont be a fool, said Hardy, politely.

Well, Im not very tidy, retorted Mr. Nugent, glancing at his clothes. I dont mind it myself; Im a philosopher, and nothing hurts me so long as I have enough to eat and drink; but I dont inflict myself on my friends, and I must say most of them meet me more than half-way.

Imagination, said Hardy.

All except Kate and my aunt, said Jack, firmly. Poor Kate; I tried to cut her the other day.

Cut her? echoed Hardy.

Nugent nodded. To save her feelings, he replied; but she wouldnt be cut, bless her, and on the distinct understanding that it wasnt to form a precedent, I let her kiss me behind a waggon. Do you know, I fancy shes grown up rather good-looking, Jem?

You are observant, said Mr. Hardy, admiringly.

Of course, it may be my partiality, said Mr. Nugent, with judicial fairness. I was always a bit fond of Kate. I dont suppose anybody else would see anything in her. Where are you living now?

Fort Road, said Hardy; come round any evening you can, if you wont come now.

Nugent promised, and, catching sight of Miss Kybird standing in the doorway of the shop, bade him good-bye and crossed the road. It was becoming quite a regular thing for her to wait and have her tea with him now, an arrangement which was provocative of many sly remarks on the part of Mrs. Kybird.
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Thought you were never coming, said Miss Kybird, tartly, as she led the way to the back room and took her seat at the untidy tea-tray.

And youve been crying your eyes out, I suppose, remarked Mr. Nugent, as he groped in the depths of a tall jar for black-currant jam. Well, youre not the first, and I dont suppose youll be the last. Hows Teddy?

Get your tea, retorted Miss Kybird, and dont make that scraping noise on the bottom of the jar with your knife. It puts my teeth on edge.

So it does mine, said Mr. Nugent, but theres a black currant down there, and I mean to have it. Waste not, want not.

Make him put that knife down, said Miss Kybird, as her mother entered the room. Mrs. Kybird shook her head at him. You two are always quarrelling, she said, archly, just like a couple of  couple of  

Love-birds, suggested Mr. Nugent.

Mrs. Kybird in great glee squeezed round to him and smote him playfully with her large, fat hand, and then, being somewhat out of breath with the exertion, sat down to enjoy the jest in comfort.

Thats how you encourage him, said her daughter; no wonder he doesnt behave. No wonder he acts as if the whole place belongs to him.

The remark was certainly descriptive of Mr. Nugents behaviour. His easy assurance and affability had already made him a prime favourite with Mrs. Kybird, and had not been without its effect upon her daughter. The constrained and severe company manners of Mr. Edward Silk showed up but poorly beside those of the paying guest, and Miss Kybird had on several occasions drawn comparisons which would have rendered both gentlemen uneasy if they had known of them.

Mr. Nugent carried the same easy good-fellowship with him the following week when, neatly attired in a second-hand suit from Mr. Kybirds extensive stock, he paid a visit to Jem Hardy to talk over old times and discuss the future.

You ought to make friends with your father, said the latter; it only wants a little common sense and mutual forbearance.

Thats all, said Nugent; sounds easy enough, doesnt it? No, all he wants is for me to clear out of Sunwich, and Im not going to  until it pleases me, at any rate. Its poison to him for me to be living at the Kybirds and pushing a trolley down on the quay. Talk about love sweetening toil, that does.

Hardy changed the subject, and Nugent, nothing loath, discoursed on his wanderings and took him on a personally conducted tour through the continent of Australia. And Ive come back to lay my bones in Sunwich Churchyard, he concluded, pathetically; that is, when Ive done with em.

A lot of thingsll happen before then, said Hardy.

I hope so, rejoined Mr. Nugent, piously; my desire is to be buried by my weeping great-grandchildren. In fact, Ive left instructions to that effect in my will  all I have left, by the way.

Youre not going to keep on at this water-side work, I suppose? said Hardy, making another effort to give the conversation a serious turn.

The foreman doesnt think so, replied the other, as he helped himself to some whisky; he has made several remarks to that effect lately.

He leaned back in his chair and smoked thoughtfully, by no means insensible to the comfort of his surroundings. He had not been in such comfortable quarters since he left home seven years before. He thought of the untidy litter of the Kybirds back parlour, with the forlorn view of the yard in the rear. Something of his reflections he confided to Hardy as he rose to leave.

But my market value is about a pound a week, he concluded, ruefully, so I must cut my coat to suit my cloth. Good-night.

He walked home somewhat soberly at first, but the air was cool and fresh and a glorious moon was riding in the sky. He whistled cheerfully, and his spirits rose as various chimerical plans of making money occurred to him. By the time he reached the High Street, the shops of which were all closed for the night, he was earning five hundred a year and spending a thousand. He turned the handle of the door and, walking in, discovered Miss Kybird entertaining company in the person of Mr. Edward Silk.

Halloa, he said, airily, as he took a seat. Dont mind me, young people. Go on just as you would if I were not here.

Mr. Edward Silk grumbled something under his breath; Miss Kybird, turning to the intruder with a smile of welcome, remarked that she had just thought of going to sleep.

Going to sleep? repeated Mr. Silk, thunder-struck.

Yes, said Miss Kybird, yawning.

Mr. Silk gazed at her, open-mouthed. What, with me ere? he inquired, in trembling tones.

Youre not very lively company, said Miss Kybird, bending over her sewing. I dont think youve spoken a word for the last quarter of an hour, and before that you were talking of death-warnings. Made my flesh creep, you did.

Shame! said Mr. Nugent.

You didnt say anything to me about your flesh creeping, muttered Mr. Silk.

You ought to have seen it creep, interposed Mr. Nugent, severely.

Im not talking to you, said Mr. Silk, turning on him; when I want the favour of remarks from you Ill let you know.

Dont you talk to my gentlemen friends like that, Teddy, said Miss Kybird, sharply, because I wont have it. Why dont you try and be bright and cheerful like Mr. Nugent?

Mr. Silk turned and regarded that gentleman steadfastly; Mr. Nugent meeting his gaze with a pleasant smile and a low-voiced offer to give him lessons at half a crown an hour.

I wouldnt be like im for worlds, said Mr. Silk, with a scornful laugh. Id sooner be like anybody.

What have you been saying to him? inquired Nugent.

Nothing, replied Miss Kybird; hes often like that. Hes got a nasty, miserable, jealous disposition. Not that I mind what he thinks.

Mr. Silk breathed hard and looked from one to the other.

Perhaps hell grow out of it, said Nugent, hopefully. Cheer up, Teddy. Youre young yet.

Might I arsk, said the solemnly enraged Mr. Silk, might I arsk you not to be so free with my Christian name?

He doesnt like his name now, said Nugent, drawing his chair closer to Miss Kybirds, and I dont wonder at it. What shall we call him? Job? Whats that work youre doing? Why dont you get on with that fancy waistcoat you are doing for me?

Before Miss Kybird could deny all knowledge of the article in question her sorely tried swain created a diversion by rising. To that simple act he imparted an emphasis which commanded the attention of both beholders, and, drawing over to Miss Kybird, he stood over her in an attitude at once terrifying and reproachful.

Take your choice, Amelia, he said, in a thrilling voice. Me or im  which is it to be?
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Here, steady, old man, cried the startled Nugent. Go easy.

Me or im? repeated Mr. Silk, in stern but broken accents.

Miss Kybird giggled and, avoiding his gaze, looked pensively at the faded hearthrug.

Youre making her blush, said Mr. Nugent, sternly. Sit down, Teddy; Im ashamed of you. Were both ashamed of you. Youre confusing us dreadfully proposing to us both in this way.

Mr. Silk regarded him with a scornful eye, but Miss Kybird, bidding him not to be foolish, punctuated her remarks with the needle, and a struggle, which Mr. Silk regarded as unseemly in the highest degree, took place between them for its possession.

Mr. Nugent secured it at last, and brandishing it fiercely extorted feminine screams from Miss Kybird by threatening her with it. Nor was her mind relieved until Mr. Nugent, remarking that he would put it back in the pincushion, placed it in the leg of Mr. Edward Silk.

Mr. Kybird and his wife, entering through the shop, were just in time to witness a spirited performance on the part of Mr. Silk, the cherished purpose of which was to deprive them of a lodger. He drew back as they entered and, raising his voice above Miss Kybirds, began to explain his action.

Teddy, Im ashamed of you, said Mr. Kybird, shaking his head. A little joke like that; a little innercent joke.

If it ad been a darning-needle now began Mrs. Kybird.

All right, said the desperate Mr. Silk, ave it your own way. Let Melia marry im  I dont care  I give er up.

Teddy! said Mr. Kybird, in a shocked voice. Teddy!

Mr. Silk thrust him fiercely to one side and passed raging through the shop. The sound of articles falling in all directions attested to his blind haste, and the force with which he slammed the shop-door was sufficient evidence of his state of mind.

Well, upon my word, said the staring Mr. Kybird; of all the outrageyous

Never mind im, said his wife, who was sitting in the easy chair, distributing affectionate smiles between her daughter and the startled Mr. Nugent. Make er happy, Jack, thats all I arsk. Shes been a good gal, and shell make a good wife. Ive seen how it was between you for some time.

So ave I, said Mr. Kybird. He shook hands warmly with Mr. Nugent, and, patting that perturbed man on the back, surveyed him with eyes glistening with approval.

Its a bit rough on Teddy, isnt it? inquired Mr. Nugent, anxiously; besides

Dont you worry about im, said Mr. Kybird, affectionately. He aint worth it.

I wasnt, said Mr. Nugent, truthfully. The situation had developed so rapidly that it had caught him at a disadvantage. He had a dim feeling that, having been the cause of Miss Kybirds losing one young man, the most elementary notions of chivalry demanded that he should furnish her with another. And this idea was clearly uppermost in the minds of her parents. He looked over at Amelia and with characteristic philosophy accepted the position.

We shall be the handsomest couple in Sunwich, he said, simply.

Bar none, said Mr. Kybird, emphatically.

The stout lady in the chair gazed ax the couple fondly. It reminds me of our wedding, she said, softly. What was it Tom Fletcher said, father? Can you remember?

Arry Smith, you mean, corrected Mr. Kybird.

Tom Fletcher said something, Im sure, persisted his wife.

He did, said Mr. Kybird, grimly, and I pretty near broke is ead for it. Arry Smith is the one youre thinking of.

Mrs. Kybird after a moments reflection admitted that he was right, and, the chain of memory being touched, waxed discursive about her own wedding and the somewhat exciting details which accompanied it. After which she produced a bottle labelled Port wine from the cupboard, and, filling four glasses, celebrated the occasion in a befitting but sober fashion.

This, said Mr. Nugent, as he sat on his bed that night to take his boots off, this is what comes of trying to make everybody happy and comfortable with a little fun. I wonder what the governorll say.
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CHAPTER IX

The news of his only sons engagement took Captain Nugents breath away, which, all things considered, was perhaps the best thing it could have done. He sat at home in silent rage, only exploding when the well-meaning Mrs. Kingdom sought to minimize his troubles by comparing them with those of Job. Her reminder that to the best of her remembrance he had never had a boil in his life put the finishing touch to his patience, and, despairing of drawing-room synonyms for the words which trembled on his lips, he beat a precipitate retreat to the garden.

His son bore his new honours bravely. To an appealing and indignant letter from his sister he wrote gravely, reminding her of the difference in their years, and also that he had never interfered in her flirtations, however sorely his brotherly heart might have been wrung by them. He urged her to forsake such diversions for the future, and to look for an alliance with some noble, open-handed man with a large banking account and a fondness for his wifes relatives.

To Jem Hardy, who ventured on a delicate re-monstrance one evening, he was less patient, and displayed a newly acquired dignity which was a source of considerable embarrassment to that well-meaning gentleman. He even got up to search for his hat, and was only induced to resume his seat by the physical exertions of his host.

I didnt mean to be offensive, said the latter. But you were, said the aggrieved man. Hardy apologized.

Talk of that kind is a slight to my future wife, said Nugent, firmly. Besides, what business is it of yours?

Hardy regarded him thoughtfully. It was some time since he had seen Miss Nugent, and he felt that he was losing valuable time. He had hoped great things from the advent of her brother, and now his intimacy seemed worse than useless. He resolved to take him into his confidence.

I spoke from selfish motives, he said, at last. I wanted you to make friends with your father again.

What for? inquired the other, staring.

To pave the way for me, said Hardy, raising his voice as he thought of his wrongs; and now, owing to your confounded matrimonial business, thats all knocked on the head. I wouldnt care whom you married if it didnt interfere with my affairs so.

Do you mean, inquired the astonished Mr. Nugent, that you want to be on friendly terms with my father?

Yes.

Mr. Nugent gazed at him round-eyed. You havent had a blow on the head or anything of that sort at any time, have you? he inquired.

Hardy shook his head impatiently. You dont seem to suffer from an excess of intellect yourself, he retorted. I dont want to be offensive again, still, I should think it is pretty plain there is only one reason why I should go out of my way to seek the society of your father.

Say what you like about my intellect, replied the dutiful son, but I cant think of even one  not even a small one. Not  Good gracious! You dont mean  you cant mean

Hardy looked at him.

Not that, said Mr. Nugent, whose intellect had suddenly become painfully acute not her?

Why not? inquired the other.

Mr. Nugent leaned back in his chair and regarded him with an air of kindly interest. Well, theres no need for you to worry about my father for that, he said; he would raise no objection.

Eh? said Hardy, starting up from his chair.

He would welcome it, said Mr. Nugent, positively. There is nothing that he would like better; and I dont mind telling you a secret  she likes you.

Hardy reddened. How do you know? he stammered.

I know it for a fact, said the other, impressively. I have heard her say so. But youve been very plain-spoken about me, Jem, so that I shall say what I think.

Do, said his bewildered friend.

I think youd be throwing yourself away, said Nugent; to my mind its a most unsuitable match in every way. Shes got no money, no looks, no style. Nothing but a good kind heart rather the worse for wear. I suppose you know shes been married once?

What! shouted the other. Married?

Mr. Nugent nodded. His face was perfectly grave, but the joke was beginning to prey upon his vitals in a manner which brooked no delay.

I thought everybody knew it, he said. We have never disguised the fact. Her husband died twenty years ago last  

Twenty said his suddenly enlightened listener. Who?  What?

Mr. Nugent, incapable of reply, put his head on the table and beat the air frantically with his hand, while gasping sobs rent his tortured frame.

Dear  aunt, he choked, how pleas  pleased shed be if  she knew. Dont look like that, Hardy. Youll kill me.

You seem amused, said Hardy, between his teeth.

And youll be Kates uncle, said Mr. Nugent, sitting up and wiping his eyes. Poor little Kate.

He put his head on the table again. And mine, he wailed. Uncle jemmy!  will you tip us half-crowns, nunky?

Mr. Hardys expression of lofty scorn only served to retard his recovery, but he sat up at last and, giving his eyes a final wipe, beamed kindly upon his victim.

Well, Ill do what I can for you, he observed, but I suppose you know Kates off for a three months visit to London to-morrow?

The other observed that he didnt know it, and, taught by his recent experience, eyed him suspiciously.

Its quite true, said Nugent; shes going to stay with some relatives of ours. She used to be very fond of one of the boys  her cousin Herbert  so you mustnt be surprised if she comes back engaged. But I daresay youll have forgotten all about her in three months. And, anyway, I dont suppose shed look at you if you were the last man in the world. If youll walk part of the way home with me Ill regale you with anecdotes of her chilhood which will probably cause you to change your views altogether.

In Fullalove Alley Mr. Edward Silk, his forebodings fulfilled, received the news of Amelia Kybirds faithlessness in a spirit of quiet despair, and turned a deaf ear to the voluble sympathy of his neighbours. Similar things had happened to young men living there before, but their behaviour had been widely different to Mr. Silks. Bob Crump, for instance, had been jilted on the very morning he had arranged for his wedding, but instead of going about in a state of gentle melancholy he went round and fought his beloveds father  merely because it was her father  and wound up an exciting day by selling off his household goods to the highest bidders. Henry Jones in similar circumstances relieved his great grief by walking up and down the alley smashing every window within reach of his stick.
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But these were men of spirit; Mr. Silk was cast in a different mould, and his fair neighbours sympathized heartily with him in his bereavement, while utterly failing to understand any man breaking his heart over Amelia Kybird.

His mother, a widow of uncertain age, shook her head over him and hinted darkly at consumption, an idea which was very pleasing to her son, and gave him an increased interest in a slight cold from which he was suffering.

He wants taking out of imself, said Mr. Wilks, who had stepped across the alley to discuss the subject with his neighbour; cheerful society and obbies  thats what e wants.

Hes got a faithful eart, sighed Mrs. Silk. Its in the family; e cant elp it.

But e might be lifted out of it, urged Mr. Wilks. I ad several disappointments in my young days. One time I ad a fresh gal every vyge amost.

Mrs. Silk sniffed and looked up the alley, whereat two neighbours who happened to be at their doors glanced up and down casually, and retreated inside to continue their vigil from the windows.

Silk courted me for fifteen years before I would say yes, she said, severely.

Fifteen years! responded the other. He cast his eyes upwards and his lips twitched. The most casual observer could have seen that he was engaged in calculations of an abstruse and elusive nature.

I was ony seven when e started, said Mrs. Silk, sharply.

Mr. Wilks brought his eyes to a level again. Oh, seven, he remarked.

And we was married two days before my nineteenth birthday, added Mrs. Silk, whose own arithmetic had always been her weak point.

Just so, said Mr. Wilks. He glanced at the sharp white face and shapeless figure before him. Its hard to believe you can ave a son Teddys age, he added, gallantly.

It makes you feel as if youre getting on, said the widow.

The ex-steward agreed, and after standing a minute or two in silence made a preliminary motion of withdrawal.

Beautiful your plants are looking, said Mrs. Silk, glancing over at his window; I cant think what you do to em.

The gratified Mr. Wilks began to explain. It appeared that plants wanted almost as much looking after as daughters.

I should like to see em close, said Mrs. Silk. Come in and ave a look at em, responded her neighbour.

Mrs. Silk hesitated and displayed a maidenly coyness far in excess of the needs of the situation. Then she stepped across, and five seconds later the two matrons, with consternation writ large upon their faces, appeared at their doors again and, exchanging glances across the alley, met in the centre.

They were more surprised an evening or two later to see Mr. Wilks leave his house to pay a return visit, bearing in his hand a small bunch of his cherished blooms. That they were blooms which would have paid the debt of Nature in a few hours at most in no way detracted from the widows expressions of pleasure at receiving them, and Mr. Wilks, who had been invited over to cheer up Mr. Silk, who was in a particularly black mood, sat and smiled like a detected philanthropist as she placed them in water.

[image: img41.jpg]

Good evenin, Teddy, he said, breezily, with a side-glance at his hostess. What a lovely day weve ad.

So bright, said Mrs. Silk, nodding with spirit.

Mr. Wilks sat down and gave vent to such a cheerful laugh that the ornaments on the mantelpiece shook with it. Its good to be alive, he declared.

Ah, you enjoy your life, Mr. Wilks, said the widow.

Enjoy it! roared Mr. Wilks; enjoy it! Why shouldnt I? Why shouldnt everybody enjoy their lives? It was what they was given to us for.

So they was, affirmed Mrs. Silk; nobody can deny that; not if they try.

Nobody wants to deny it, maam, retorted Mr. Wilks, in the high voice he kept for cheering-up purposes. I enjoy every day o my life.

He filled his pipe, chuckling serenely, and having lit it sat and enjoyed that. Mrs. Silk retired for a space, and returning with a jug of ale poured him out a glass and set it by his elbow.

Heres your good ealth, maam, said Mr. Wilks, raising it. Heres yours, Teddy  a long life and a appy one.

Mr. Silk turned listlessly. I dont want a long life, he remarked.

His mother and her visitor exchanged glances.

Thats ow e goes on, remarked the former, in an audible whisper. Mr. Wilks nodded, reassuringly.

I ad them ideas once, he said, but they go off. If you could only live to see Teddy at the age o ninety-five, e wouldnt want to go then. Ed say it was crool hard, being cut off in the flower of is youth.

Mrs. Silk laughed gaily and Mr. Wilks bellowed a gruff accompaniment. Mr. Edward Silk eyed them pityingly.

Thats the ardship of it, he said, slowly, as he looked round from his seat by the fireplace; thats where the ollowness of things comes in. Thats where I envy Mr. Wilks.

Envy me? said the smiling visitor; what for?

Because youre so near the grave, said Mr. Silk.

Mr. Wilks, who was taking another draught of beer, put the glass down and eyed him fixedly.

Thats why I envy you, continued the other.

I dont want to live, and you do, and yet I dessay I shall be walking about forty and fifty years after youre dead and forgotten.

Wot dye mean  near the grave? inquired

Mr. Wilks, somewhat shortly.

I was referring to your age, replied the other; its strange to see ow the aged ang on to life. You cant ave much pleasure at your time o life. And youre all alone; the last withered branch left.

Withered branch! began Mr. Wilks; ere, look ere, Teddy  

All the others ave gone, pursued Mr. Silk, and theyre beckoning to you.

Let em beckon, said Mr. Wilks, coldly. Im not going yet.

Youre not young, said Mr. Silk, gazing meditatively at the grate, and I envy you that. It can only be a matter of a year or two at most before you are sleeping your last long sleep.

Teddy! protested Mrs. Silk.

Its true, mother, said the melancholy youth. Mr. Wilks is old. Why should e mind being told of it? If e had ad the trouble Ive ad ed be glad to go. But hell ave to go, whether e likes it or not. It might be to-night. Who can tell?

Mr. Wilks, unasked, poured himself out another glass of ale, and drank it off with the air of a man who intended to make sure of that. It seemed a trifle more flat than the last.

So many men o your age and thereabouts, continued Mr. Silk, think that theyre going to live on to eighty or ninety, but theres very few of em do. Its only a short while, Mr. Wilks, and the little childrenll be running about over your grave and picking daisies off of it.

Ho, will they? said the irritated Mr. Wilks; theyd better not let me catch em at it, thats all.

Hes always talking like that now, said Mrs. Silk, not without a certain pride in her tones; thats why I asked you in to cheer im up.

All your troublesll be over then, continued the warning voice, and in a month or two even your namell be forgotten. Thats the way of the world. Think ow soon the last five years of your life ave passed; the next fivell pass ten times as fast even if you live as long, which aint likely.

He talks like a clergyman, said Mrs. Silk, in a stage whisper.

Mr. Wilks nodded, and despite his hostesss protests rose to go. He shook hands with her and, after a short but sharp inward struggle, shook hands with her son. It was late in the evening as he left, but the houses had not yet been lit up. Dim figures sat in doorways or stood about the alley, and there was an air of peace and rest strangely and uncomfortably in keeping with the conversation to which he had just been listening. He looked in at his own door; the furniture seemed stiffer than usual and the tick of the clock more deliberate. He closed the door again and, taking a deep breath, set off towards the life and bustle of the Two Schooners.
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CHAPTER X

Time failed to soften the captains ideas concerning his sons engagement, and all mention of the subject in the house was strictly forbidden. Occasionally he was favoured with a glimpse of his son and Miss Kybird out together, a sight which imparted such a flavour to his temper and ordinary intercourse that Mrs. Kingdom, in unconscious imitation of Mr. James Hardy, began to count the days which must elapse before her nieces return from London. His ill-temper even infected the other members of the household, and Mrs. Kingdom sat brooding in her bedroom all one afternoon, because Bella had called her an overbearing dish-pot.

The finishing touch to his patience was supplied by a little misunderstanding between Mr. Kybird and the police. For the second time in his career the shopkeeper appeared before the magistrates to explain the circumstances in which he had purchased stolen property, and for the second time he left the court without a stain on his character, but with a significant magisterial caution not to appear there again.
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Jack Nugent gave evidence in the case, and some of his replies were deemed worthy of reproduction in the Sunwich Herald, a circumstance which lost the proprietors a subscriber of many years standing.

One by one various schemes for preventing his sons projected alliance were dismissed as impracticable. A cherished design of confining him in an asylum for the mentally afflicted until such time as he should have regained his senses was spoilt by the refusal of Dr. Murchison to arrange for the necessary certificate; a refusal which was like to have been fraught with serious consequences to that gentlemans hopes of entering the captains family.

Brooding over his wrongs the captain, a day or two after his daughters return, strolled slowly down towards the harbour. It was afternoon, and the short winter day was already drawing towards a close. The shipping looked cold and desolate in the greyness, but a bustle of work prevailed on the Conqueror, which was nearly ready for sea again. The captains gaze wandered from his old craft to the small vessels dotted about the harbour and finally dwelt admiringly on the lines of the whaler Seabird, which had put in a few days before as the result of a slight collision with a fishing-boat. She was high out of the water and beautifully rigged. A dog ran up and down her decks barking, and a couple of squat figures leaned over the bulwarks gazing stolidly ashore.

There was something about the vessel which took his fancy, and he stood for some time on the edge of the quay, looking at her. In a day or two she would sail for a voyage the length of which would depend upon her success; a voyage which would for a long period keep all on board of her out of the mischief which so easily happens ashore. If only Jack  

He started and stared more intently than before. He was not an imaginative man, but he had in his minds eye a sudden vision of his only son waving farewells from the deck of the whaler as she emerged from the harbour into the open sea, while Amelia Kybird tore her yellow locks ashore. It was a vision to cheer any self-respecting fathers heart, and he brought his mind back with some regret to the reality of the anchored ship.

He walked home slowly. At the Kybirds door the proprietor, smoking a short clay pipe, eyed him with furtive glee as he passed. Farther along the road the Hardys, father and son, stepped briskly together. Altogether a trying walk, and calculated to make him more dissatisfied than ever with the present state of affairs. When his daughter shook her head at him and accused him of going off on a solitary frolic his stock of patience gave out entirely.
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A thoughtful night led to a visit to Mr. Wilks the following evening. It required a great deal of deliberation on his part before he could make up his mind to the step, but he needed his old stewards assistance in a little plan he had conceived for his sons benefit, and for the first time in his life he paid him the supreme honour of a call.

The honour was so unexpected that Mr. Wilks, coming into the parlour in response to the tapping of the captains stick on the floor, stood for a short time eyeing him in dismay. Only two minutes before he had taken Mr. James Hardy into the kitchen to point out the interior beauties of an ancient clock, and the situation simply appalled him. The captain greeted him almost politely and bade him sit down. Mr. Wilks smiled faintly and caught his breath.

Sit down, repeated the captain.

Ive left something in the kitchen, sir, said Mr. Wilks. Ill be back in half a minute.

The captain nodded. In the kitchen Mr. Wilks rapidly and incoherently explained the situation to Mr. Hardy.

Ill sit here, said the latter, drawing up a comfortable oak chair to the stove.

You see, he dont know that we know each other, explained the apologetic steward, but I dont like leaving you in the kitchen.

Im all right, said Hardy; dont you trouble about me.

He waved him away, and Mr. Wilks, still pale, closed the door behind him and, rejoining the captain, sat down on the extreme edge of a chair and waited.

Ive come to see you on a little matter of business, said his visitor.

Mr. Wilks smiled; then, feeling that perhaps that was not quite the right thing to do, looked serious again.

I came to see you about my  my son, continued the captain.

Yes, sir, said Mr. Wilks. Master Jack, you mean?

Ive only got one son, said the other, unpleasantly, unless you happen to know of any more.

Mr. Wilks almost fell off the edge of the chair in his haste to disclaim any such knowledge. His ideas were in a ferment, and the guilty knowledge of what he had left in the kitchen added to his confusion. And just at that moment the door opened and Miss Nugent came briskly in.

Her surprise at seeing her father ensconced in a chair by the fire led to a rapid volley of questions. The captain, in lieu of answering them, asked another.

What do you want here?

I have come to see Sam, said Miss Nugent. Fancy seeing you here! How are you, Sam?

Pretty well, miss, thankee, replied Mr. Wilks, considering, he added, truthfully, after a moments reflection.

Miss Nugent dropped into a chair and put her feet on the fender. Her father eyed her restlessly.

I came here to speak to Sam about a private matter, he said, abruptly.

Private matter, said his daughter, looking round in surprise. What about?

A private matter, repeated Captain Nugent. Suppose you come in some other time.

Kate Nugent sighed and took her feet from the fender. Ill go and wait in the kitchen, she said, crossing to the door.

Both men protested. The captain because it ill-assorted with his dignity for his daughter to sit in the kitchen, and Mr. Wilks because of the visitor already there. The face of the steward, indeed, took on such extraordinary expressions in his endeavour to convey private information to the girl that she gazed at him in silent amazement. Then she turned the handle of the door and, passing through, closed it with a bang which was final.

Mr. Wilks stood spellbound, but nothing happened. There was no cry of surprise; no hasty reappearance of an indignant Kate Nugent. His features working nervously he resumed his seat and gazed dutifully at his superior officer.

I suppose youve heard that my son is going to get married? said the latter.

I couldnt help hearing of it, sir, said the steward in self defence nobody could.

Hes going to marry that yellow-headed Jezebel of Kybirds, said the captain, staring at the fire.

Mr. Wilks murmured that he couldnt understand anybody liking yellow hair, and, more than that, the general opinion of the ladies in Fullalove Alley was that it was dyed.

Im going to ship him on the Seabird, continued the captain. Shell probably be away for a year or two, and, in the meantime, this girl will probably marry somebody else. Especially if she doesnt know what has become of him. He cant get into mischief aboard ship.

No, sir, said the wondering Mr. Wilks. Is Master Jack agreeable to going, sir?

Thats nothing to do with it, said the captain, sharply.

No, sir, said Mr. Wilks, o course not. I was only a sort o wondering how he was going to be persuaded to go if e aint.

Thats what I came here about, said the other. I want you to go and fix it up with Nathan Smith.

Do you want im to be crimped, sir? stammered Mr. Wilks.

I want him shipped aboard the Seabird, returned the other, and Smiths the man to do it.

Its a very hard thing to do in these days, sir, said Mr. Wilks, shaking his head. What with signing on aboard the day before the ship sails, and before the Board o Trade officers, Im sure its a wonder that anybody goes to sea at all.

You leave that to Smith, said the captain, impatiently. The Seabird sails on Friday mornings tide. Tell Smith Ill arrange to meet my son here on Thursday night, and that he must have some liquor for us and a fly waiting on the beach.

Mr. Wilks wriggled: But what about signing on, sir? he inquired.

He wont sign on, said the captain, hell be a stowaway. Smith must get him smuggled aboard, and bribe the hands to let him lie hidden in the focsle. The Seabird wont put back to put him ashore. Here is five pounds; give Smith two or three now, and the remainder when the job is done.

The steward took the money reluctantly and, plucking up his courage, looked his old master in the face.

Its a ard life afore the mast, sir, he said, slowly.

Rubbish! was the reply. Itll make a man of him. Besides, whats it got to do with you?

I dont care about the job, sir, said Mr. Wilks, bravely.

Whats that got to do with it? demanded the other, frowning. You go and fix it up with Nathan Smith as soon as possible.

Mr. Wilks shuffled his feet and strove to remind himself that he was a gentleman of independent means, and could please himself.

Ive known im since he was a baby, he murmured, defiantly.

I dont want to hear anything more from you, Wilks, said the captain, in a hard voice. Those are my orders, and you had better see that they are carried out. My son will be one of the first to thank you later on for getting him out of such a mess.

Mr. Wilkss brow cleared somewhat. I spose Miss Kate ud be pleased too, he remarked, hope-fully.

Of course she will, said the captain. Now I look to you, Wilks, to manage this thing properly. I wouldnt trust anybody else, and youve never disappointed me yet.

The steward gasped and, doubting whether he had heard aright, looked towards his old master, but in vain, for the confirmation of further compliments. In all his long years of service he had never been praised by him before. He leaned forward eagerly and began to discuss ways and means.

In the next room conversation was also proceeding, but fitfully. Miss Nugents consternation when she closed the door behind her and found herself face to face with Mr. Hardy was difficult of concealment. Too late she understood the facial contortions of Mr. Wilks, and, resigning herself to the inevitable, accepted the chair placed for her by the highly pleased Jem, and sat regarding him calmly from the other side of the fender.
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I am waiting here for my father, she said, in explanation.

In deference to Wilkss terrors I am waiting here until he has gone, said Hardy, with a half smile.

There was a pause. I hope that he will not be long, said the girl.

Thank you, returned Hardy, wilfully misunderstanding, but I am in no hurry.

He gazed at her with admiration. The cold air had heightened her colour, and the brightness of her eyes shamed the solitary candle which lit up the array of burnished metal on the mantelpiece.

I hope you enjoyed your visit to London, he said.

Before replying Miss Nugent favoured him with a glance designed to express surprise at least at his knowledge of her movements. Very much, thank you, she said, at last.

Mr. Hardy, still looking at her with much comfort to himself, felt an insane desire to tell her how much she had been missed by one person at least in Sunwich. Saved from this suicidal folly by the little common sense which had survived the shock of her sudden appearance, he gave the information indirectly.

Quite a long stay, he murmured; three months and three days; no, three months and two days.

A sudden wave of colour swept over the girls face at the ingenuity of this mode of attack. She was used to attention and took compliments as her due, but the significant audacity of this one baffled her. She sat with downcast eyes looking at the fender occasionally glancing from the corner of her eye to see whether he was preparing to renew the assault. He had certainly changed from the Jem Hardy of olden days. She had a faint idea that his taste had improved.

Wilks keeps his house in good order, said Hardy, looking round.

Yes, said the girl.

Wonder why he never married, said Hardy, musingly; for my part I cant understand a man remaining single all his life; can you?

I never think of such things, said Miss Nugent, coldly  and untruthfully.

If it was only to have somebody to wait on him and keep his house clean, pursued Hardy, with malice.

Miss Nugent grew restless, and the wrongs of her sex stirred within her. You have very lofty ideas on the subject, she said, scornfully, but I believe they are not uncommon.

Still, you have never thought about such things, you know, he reminded her.

And no doubt you have devoted a great deal of time to the subject.

Hardy admitted it frankly. But only since I returned to Sunwich, he said.

Caused by the spectacle of Sams forlorn condition, I suppose, said Miss Nugent.

No, it wasnt that, he replied.

Miss Nugent, indignant at having been drawn into such a discussion, lapsed into silence. It was safer and far more dignified, but at the same time she yearned for an opportunity of teaching this presumptuous young man a lesson. So far he had had it all his own way. A way strewn with ambiguities which a modest maiden had to ignore despite herself.

Of course, Wilks may have had a disappointment, said Hardy, with the air of one willing to make allowances.

I believe he had about fifty, said the girl, carelessly.

Hardy shook his head in strong disapproval. No man should have more than one, he said, firmly; a man of any strength of will wouldnt have that.

Strength of will? repeated the astonished Miss Nugent.

Their eyes met; hers sparkling with indignation; his full of cold calculation. If he had had any doubts before, he was quite sure now that he had gone the right way to work to attract her attention; she was almost quivering with excitement.

Your ideas will probably change with age  and disappointment, she said, sweetly.

I shall not be disappointed, said Hardy, coolly. Ill take care of that.

Miss Nugent eyed him wistfully and racked her brains for an appropriate and crushing rejoinder. In all her experience  and it was considerable considering her years  she had never met with such carefully constructed audacity, and she longed, with a great longing, to lure him into the open and destroy him. She was still considering ways and means of doing this when the door opened and revealed the surprised and angry form of her father and behind it the pallid countenance of Mr. Wilks. For a moment anger deprived the captain of utterance.

Who   he stammered. What  

What a long time youve been, father, said Miss Nugent, in a reproving voice. I began to be afraid you were never going.

You come home with me, said the captain, recovering.

The command was given in his most imperious manner, and his daughter dropped her muff in some resentment as she rose, in order to let him have the pleasure of seeing Mr. Hardy pick it up. It rolled, however, in his direction, and he stooped for it just as Hardy darted forward. Their heads met with a crash, and Miss Nugent forgot her own consternation in the joy of beholding the pitiable exhibition which terror made of Mr. Wilks.

Im very sorry, said Hardy, as he reverently dusted the muff on his coat-sleeve before returning it. Im afraid it was my fault.

It was, said the infuriated captain, as he held the door open for his daughter. Now, Kate.

Miss Nugent passed through, followed by her father, and escorted to the front door by the steward, whose faint Good-night was utterly ignored by his injured commander. He stood at the door until they had turned the corner, and, returning to the kitchen, found his remaining guest holding his aching head beneath the tap.
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And now, said the captain, sternly, to his daughter, how dare you sit and talk to that young cub? Eh? How dare you?

He was there when I went in, said his daughter. Why didnt you come out, then? demanded her father.

I was afraid of disturbing you and Sam, said Miss Nugent. Besides, why shouldnt I speak to him?

Why? shouted the captain. Why? Because I wont have it.

I thought you liked him, said Miss Nugent, in affected surprise. You patted him on the head.

The captain, hardly able to believe his ears, came to an impressive stop in the roadway, but Miss Nugent walked on. She felt instinctively that the joke was thrown away on him, and, in the absence of any other audience, wanted to enjoy it without interruption. Convulsive and half-suppressed sounds, which she ascribed to a slight cold caught while waiting in the kitchen, escaped her at intervals for the remainder of the journey home.


CHAPTER XI

Jack Nugents first idea on seeing a letter from his father asking him to meet him at Samson Wilkss was to send as impolite a refusal as a strong sense of undutifulness and a not inapt pen could arrange, but the united remonstrances of the Kybird family made him waver.

You go, said Mr. Kybird, solemnly; take the advice of a man wots seen life, and go. Who knows but wot hes a thinking of doing something for you?

Startin of you in business or somethin, said Mrs. Kybird. But if e tries to break it off between you and Melia I hope you know what to say.

He wont do that, said her husband.

If he wants to see me, said Mr. Nugent, let him come here.

I wouldnt ave im in my house, retorted Mr. Kybird, quickly. An Englishmans ouse is his castle, and I wont ave him in mine.

Why not, Danl, asked his wife, if the two families is to be connected?

Mr. Kybird shook his head, and, catching her eye, winked at her with much significance.

Ave it your own way, said Mrs. Kybird, who was always inclined to make concessions in minor matters. Ave it your own way, but dont blame me, thats all I ask.

Urged on by his friends Mr. Nugent at last consented, and, in a reply to his father, agreed to meet him at the house of Mr. Wilks on Thursday evening. He was not free him-self from a slight curiosity as to the reasons which had made the captain unbend in so unusual a fashion.

Mr. Nathan Smith put in an appearance at six oclock on the fatal evening. He was a short, slight man, with a clean-shaven face mapped with tiny wrinkles, and a pair of colourless eyes the blankness of whose expression defied research. In conversation, especially conversation of a diplomatic nature, Mr. Smith seemed to be looking through his opponent at something beyond, an uncomfortable habit which was a source of much discomfort to his victims.

Here we are, then, Mr. Wilks, he said, putting his head in the door and smiling at the agitated steward.

Come in, said Mr. Wilks, shortly.

Mr. Smith obliged. Nice night outside, he said, taking a chair; clear overead. Wot a morning it ud be for a sail if we was only young enough. Is that terbacker in that canister there?

The other pushed it towards him.

If I was only young enough  and silly enough, said the boarding-house master, producing a pipe with an unusually large bowl and slowly filling it, theres nothing I should enjoy more than a three years cruise. Nothing to do and everything of the best.

Ave you made all the arrangements? inquired Mr. Wilks, in a tone of cold superiority.

Mr. Smith glanced affectionately at a fish-bag of bulky appearance which stood on the floor between his feet. All ready, he said, cheerfully, an if youd like a vyge yourself I can manage it for you in two twos. Youve ony got to say the word.

I dont want one, said the steward, fiercely; dont you try none o your larks on me, Nathan Smith, cos I wont have it.
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Lord love your art, said the boarding-master, I wouldnt urt you. Im ony acting under your orders now; yours and the captins. It aint in my reglar way o business at all, but Im so good-natured I cant say no.

Cant say no to five pounds, you mean, retorted Mr. Wilks, who by no means relished these remarks.

If I was getting as much out of it as you are Id be a appy man, sighed Mr. Smith.

Me! cried the other; do you think Id take money for this  why, Id sooner starve, Id sooner. Wot are you a-tapping your nose for?

Was I tapping it? demanded Mr. Smith, in surprise. Well, I didnt know it. Im glad you told me.

Youre quite welcome, said the steward, sharply. Crimping aint in my line; Id sooner sweep the roads.

Ear, ear, exclaimed Mr. Smith, approvingly. Ah! wot a thing it is to come acrost an honest man. Wot a good thing it is for the eyesight.

He stared stonily somewhere in the direction of Mr. Wilks, and then blinking rapidly shielded his eyes with his hand as though overcome by the sight of so much goodness. The stewards wrath rose at the performance, and he glowered back at him until his eyes watered.

Twenty past six, said Mr. Smith, suddenly, as he fumbled in his waistcoat-pocket and drew out a small folded paper. Its time I made a start. I spose youve got some salt in the house?

Plenty, said Mr. Wilks.

And beer? inquired the other.

Yes, there is some beer, said the steward.

Bring me a quart of it, said the boarding-master, slowly and impressively. I want it drawed in a china mug, with a nice foaming ead on it.

Wot do you want it for? inquired Mr. Wilks, eyeing him very closely.

Bisness purposes, said Mr. Smith. If youre very good you shall see ow I do it.

Still the steward made no move. I thought you brought the stuff with you, he remarked.

Mr. Smith looked at him with mild reproach. Are you managing this affair or am I? he inquired.

The steward went out reluctantly, and drawing a quart mug of beer set it down on the table and stood watching his visitor.

And now I want a spoonful o sugar, a spoonful o salt, and a spoonful o vinegar, said Mr. Smith. Make haste afore the ead goes off of it.

Mr. Wilks withdrew grumbling, and came back in a wonderfully short space of time considering, with the articles required.

Thankee, said the other; you ave been quick. I wish I could move as quick as you do. But you can take em back now, I find I can do without em.

Wheres the beer? demanded the incensed Mr. Wilks; wheres the beer, you underhanded swab?

I altered my mind, said Mr. Smith, and not liking waste, and seeing by your manner that youve ad more than enough already to-night, I drunk it. There isnt another man in Sunwich I could ha played that trick on, no, nor a boy neither.

Mr. Wilks was about to speak, but, thinking better of it, threw the three spoons in the kitchen, and resuming his seat by the fire sat with his back half turned to his visitor.

Bright, cheerful young chap, e is, said Mr. Smith; youve knowed im ever since he was a baby, havent you?

Mr. Wilks made no reply.

The Conquerors sailing to-morrow morning, too, continued his tormentor; his fathers old ship. Ow strange itll seem to im following it out aboard a whaler. Life is full o surprises, Mr. Wilks, and wot a big surprise it would be to you if you could ear wot he says about you when he comes to is senses.

Im obeying orders, growled the other.

Quite right, said Mr. Smith, approvingly, as he drew a bottle of whisky from his bag and placed it on the table. Two glasses and there we are. We dont want any salt and vinegar this time.

Mr. Wilks turned a deaf ear. But ow are you going to manage so as to make one silly and not the other? he inquired.

Its a trade secret, said the other; but I dont mind telling you I sent the capn something to take afore he comes, and I shall be in your kitchen looking arter things.

I spose you know wot youre about? said Mr. Wilks, doubtfully.

I spose so, rejoined the other. Young Nu-gent trusts you, and, of course, hell take anything from your ouse. Thats the beauty of aving a character, Mr. Wilks; a good character and a face like a baby with grey whiskers.

Mr. Wilks bent down and, taking up a small brush, carefully tidied up the hearth.

Like as not, if my part in it gets to be known, pursued Mr. Smith, mournfully, Ill ave that gal of Kybirds scratching my eyes out or praps sticking a hat-pin into me. I had that once; the longest hat-pin that ever was made, I should think.

He shook his head over the perils of his calling, and then, after another glance at the clock, withdrew to the kitchen with his bag, leaving Mr. Wilks waiting in a state of intense nervousness for the arrival of the others.

Captain Nugent was the first to put in an appearance, and by way of setting a good example poured a little of the whisky in his glass and sat there waiting. Then Jack Nugent came in, fresh and glowing, and Mr. Wilks, after standing about helplessly for a few moments, obeyed the captains significant nod and joined Mr. Smith in the kitchen.

Youd better go for a walk, said that gentle-man, regarding him kindly; thats wot the capn thought.

Mr. Wilks acquiesced eagerly, and tapping at the door passed through the room again into the street. A glance as he went through showed him that Jack Nugent was drinking, and he set off in a panic to get away from the scene which he had contrived.

He slackened after a time and began to pace the streets at a rate which was less noticeable. As he passed the Kybirds he shivered, and it was not until he had consumed a pint or two of the strongest brew procurable at the Two Schooners that he began to regain some of his old self-esteem. He felt almost maudlin at the sacrifice of character he was enduring for the sake of his old master, and the fact that he could not narrate it to sympathetic friends was not the least of his troubles.
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The shops had closed by the time he got into the street again, and he walked down and watched with much solemnity the reflection of the quay lamps in the dark water of the harbour. The air was keen and the various craft distinct in the starlight. Perfect quiet reigned aboard the Seabird, and after a vain attempt to screw up his courage to see the victim taken aboard he gave it up and walked back along the beach.

By the time he turned his steps homewards it was nearly eleven oclock. Fullalove Alley was quiet, and after listening for some time at his window he turned the handle of the door and passed in. The nearly empty bottle stood on the table, and an over-turned tumbler accounted for a large, dark patch on the table-cloth. As he entered the room the kitchen door opened and Mr. Nathan Smith, with a broad smile on his face, stepped briskly in.

All over, he said, rubbing his hands; he went off like a lamb, no trouble nor fighting. He was a example to all of us.

Did the capn see im aboard? inquired Mr. Wilks.

Certainly not, said the other. As a matter o fact the capn took a little more than I told im to take, and I ad to help im up to your bed. Accidents will appen, but hell be all right in the morning if nobody goes near im. Leave im perfectly quiet, and when e comes downstairs give im a strong cup o tea.

In my bed? repeated the staring Mr. Wilks.

Hes as right as rain, said the boarding master. I brought down a pillow and blankets for you and put em in the kitchen. And now Ill take the other two pound ten and be getting off ome. It ought to be ten pounds really with the trouble Ive ad.

Mr. Wilks laid the desired amount on the table, and Mr. Nathan Smith placing it in his pocket rose to go.

Dont disturb im till hes ad is sleep out, mind, he said, pausing at the door, else I cant answer for the consequences. If e should get up in the night and come down raving mad, try and soothe im. Good-night and pleasant dreams.

He closed the door after him quietly, and the horrified steward, after fetching the bed-clothes on tiptoe from the kitchen, locked the door which led to the staircase, and after making up a bed on the floor lay down in his clothes and tried to get to sleep.

He dozed off at last, but woke up several times during the night with the cold. The lamp burnt itself out, and in the dark he listened intently for any sounds of life in the room above. Then he fell asleep again, until at about half-past seven in the morning a loud crash overhead awoke him with a start.

In a moment he was sitting up with every faculty on the alert. Footsteps blundered about in the room above, and a large and rapidly widening patch of damp showed on the ceiling. It was evident that the sleeper, in his haste to quench an abnormal thirst, had broken the water jug.

Mr. Wilks, shivering with dread, sprang to his feet and stood irresolute. Judging by the noise, the captain was evidently in a fine temper, and Mr. Smiths remarks about insanity occurred to him with redoubled interest. Then he heard a hoarse shout, the latch of the bedroom door clicked, and the prisoner stumbled heavily downstairs and began to fumble at the handle of the door at the bottom. Trembling with excitement Mr. Wilks dashed forward and turned the key, and then retreating to the street door prepared for instant flight.

He opened the door so suddenly that the man on the other side, with a sudden cry, fell on all fours into the room, and raising his face stared stupidly at the steward. Mr. Wilkss hands dropped to his sides and his tongue refused its office, for in some strange fashion, quite in keeping with the lawless proceedings of the previous night, Captain Nugent had changed into a most excellent likeness of his own son.
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CHAPTER XII

For some time Mr. Wilks stood gazing at this unexpected apparition and trying to collect his scattered senses. Its face was pale and flabby, while its glassy eyes, set in rims of red eyelids, were beginning to express unmistakable signs of suspicion and wrath. The shock was so sudden that the steward could not even think coherently. Was the captain upstairs? And if so, what was his condition? Where was Nathan Smith? And where was the five pounds?

A voice, a husky and discordant voice, broke in upon his meditations; Jack Nugent was also curious.

What does all this mean? he demanded, angrily. How did I get here?

You  you came downstairs, stammered Mr. Wilks, still racking his brains in the vain effort to discover how matters stood.

Mr. Nugent was about to speak, but, thinking better of it, turned and blundered into the kitchen. Sounds of splashing and puffing ensued, and the steward going to the door saw him with his head under the tap. He followed him in and at the right time handed him a towel. Despite the disordered appearance of his hair the improvement in Mr. Nugents condition was so manifest that the steward, hoping for similar results, turned the tap on again and followed his example.

Your head wants cooling, I should think, said the young man, returning him the towel. Whats it all about?

Mr. Wilks hesitated; a bright thought occurred to him, and murmuring something about a dry towel he sped up the narrow stairs to his bedroom. The captain was not there. He pushed open the small lattice window and peered out into the alley; no sign of either the captain or the ingenious Mr. Nathan Smith. With a heavy heart he descended the stairs again.
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Now, said Mr. Nugent, who was sitting down with his hands in his pockets, perhaps youll be good enough to explain what all this means.

You were ere last night, said Mr. Wilks, you and the capn.

I know that, said Nugent. How is it I didnt go home? I didnt understand that it was an all-night invitation. Where is my father?

The steward shook his head helplessly. He was ere when I went out last night, he said, slowly. When I came back the room was empty and I was told as e was upstairs in my bed.

Told he was in your bed? repeated the other. Who told you?

He pushed open the small lattice window and peered out into the alley.

Mr. Wilks caught his breath. I mean I told myself e was in my bed, he stammered, because when I came in I see these bed-clothes on the floor, an I thought as the capn ad put them there for me and taken my bed imself.

Mr. Nugent regarded the litter of bed-clothes as though hoping that they would throw a little light on the affair, and then shot a puzzled glance at Mr. Wilks.

Why should you think my father wanted your bed? he inquired.

I dont know, was the reply. I thought praps ed maybe taken a little more than e ought to have taken. But its all a mystry to me. Im more astonished than wot you are.

Well, I cant make head or tail of it, said Nugent, rising and pacing the room. I came here to meet my father. So far as I remember I had one drink of whisky  your whisky  and then I woke up in your bedroom with a splitting headache and a tongue like a piece of leather. Can you account for it?

Mr. Wilks shook his head again. I wasnt here, he said, plucking up courage. Why not go an see your father? Seems to me e is the one that would know most about it.

Mr. Nugent stood for a minute considering, and then raising the latch of the door opened it slowly and inhaled the cold morning air. A subtle and delicate aroma of coffee and herrings which had escaped from neighbouring breakfast-tables invaded the room and reminded him of an appetite. He turned to go, but had barely quitted the step before he saw Mrs. Kingdom and his sister enter the alley.

Mr. Wilks saw them too, and, turning if anything a shade paler, supported himself by the door-pest. Kate Nugent quickened her pace as she saw them, and, after a surprised greeting to her brother, breathlessly informed him that the captain was missing.

Hasnt been home all night, panted Mrs. Kingdom, joining them. I dont know what to think.

They formed an excited little group round the stewards door, and Mr. Wilks, with an instinctive feeling that the matter was one to be discussed in private, led the way indoors. He began to apologize for the disordered condition of the room, but Jack Nugent, interrupting him brusquely, began to relate his own adventures of the past few hours.

Mrs. Kingdom listened to the narrative with unexpected calmness. She knew the cause of her nephews discomfiture. It was the glass of whisky acting on a system unaccustomed to alcohol, and she gave a vivid and moving account of the effects of a stiff glass of hot rum which she had once taken for a cold. It was quite clear to her that the captain had put his son to bed; the thing to discover now was where he had put himself.

Sam knows something about it, said her nephew, darkly; theres something wrong.

I know no more than a babe unborn, declared Mr. Wilks. The last I see of the capn e was a-sitting at this table opposite you.

Sam wouldnt hurt a fly, said Miss Nugent, with a kind glance at her favourite.

Well, where is the governor, then? inquired her brother. Why didnt he go home last night? He has never stayed out before.

Yes, he has, said Mrs. Kingdom, folding her hands in her lap. When you were children. He came home at half-past eleven next morning, and when I asked him where hed been he nearly bit my head off. Id been walking the floor all night, and I shall never forget his remarks when he opened the door to the police, whod come to say they couldnt find him. Never.

A ghostly grin flitted across the features of Mr. Wilks, but he passed the back of his hand across his mouth and became serious again as he thought of his position. He was almost dancing with anxiety to get away to Mr. Nathan Smith and ask for an explanation of the proceedings of the night before.

Ill go and have a look round for the capn, he said, eagerly; he cant be far.

Ill come with you, said Nugent. I should like to see him too. There are one or two little things that want explaining. You take aunt home, Kate, and Ill follow on as soon as there is any news.

As he spoke the door opened a little way and a head appeared, only to be instantly withdrawn at the sight of so many people. Mr. Wilks stepped forward hastily, and throwing the door wide open revealed the interesting features of Mr. Nathan Smith.

How do you do, Mr. Wilks? said that gentleman, softly. I just walked round to see whether you was in. Ive got a message for you. I didnt know youd got company.

He stepped into the room and, tapping the steward on the chest with a confidential finger, backed him into a corner, and having got him there gave an expressive wink with one eye and gazed into space with the other.
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I thought youd be alone, he said, looking round, but praps its just as well as it is. Theyve got to know, so they may as well know now as later on.

Know what? inquired Jack Nugent, abruptly. What are you making that face for, Sam?

Mr. Wilks mumbled something about a decayed tooth, and to give colour to the statement continued a series of contortions which made his face ache.

You should take something for that tooth, said the boarding-master, with great solicitude. Wot do you say to a glass o whisky?

He motioned to the fatal bottle, which still stood on the table; the steward caught his breath, and then, rising to the occasion, said that he had already had a couple of glasses, and they had done no good.

Whats your message? inquired Jack Nugent, impatiently.

Im just going to tell you, said Mr. Smith. I was out early this morning, strolling down by the harbour to get a little appetite for breakfast, when who should I see coming along, looking as though e ad just come from a funeral, but Capn Nugent! I was going to pass im, but he stopped me and asked me to take a message from im to is old and faithful steward, Mr. Wilks.

Why, has he gone away? exclaimed Mrs. Kingdom.

His old and faithful steward, repeated Mr. Smith, motioning her to silence. Tell im, he says, that I am heartily ashamed of myself for wot took place last night  and him, too. Tell im that, after my fathers art proved too much for me, I walked the streets all night, and now I cant face may injured son and family yet awhile, and Im off to London till it has blown over.

But whats it all about? demanded Nugent. Why dont you get to the point?

So far as I could make out, replied Mr. Smith, with the studious care of one who desires to give exact information, Capn Nugent and Mr. Wilks ad a little plan for giving you a sea blow.

Me? interrupted the unfortunate steward. Now, look ere, Nathan Smith  

Them was the capns words, said the boarding-master, giving him a glance of great significance; are you going to take away or add to wot the capn says?

Mr. Wilks collapsed, and avoiding the indignant eyes of the Nugent family tried to think out his position.

It seems from wot the capn told me, continued Mr. Smith, that there was some objection to your marrying old  Mr. Kybirds gal, so e and Mr. Wilks, after putting their eads together, decided to get you ere and after giving you a little whisky that Mr. Wilks knows the trick of

Me? interrupted the unfortunate steward, again.

Them was the capns words, said Mr. Smith, coldly. After youd ad it they was going to stow you away in the Seabird, which sailed this morning. However, when the capn see you overcome, his art melted, and instead o putting you aboard the whaler he took your feet and Mr. Wilks your ead, and after a great deal o trouble got you upstairs and put you to bed.

You miserable scoundrel, said the astonished Mr. Nugent, addressing the shrinking steward; you infernal old reprobate  you  you  I didnt think youd got it in you.

So far as I could make out, said Mr. Smith, kindly, Mr. Wilks was only obeying orders. It was the capns plan, and Mr. Wilks was aboard ship with im for a very long time. O course, he oughtnt to ha done it, but the capns a masterful man, an I can quite understand Mr. Wilks givin way; I dessay I should myself if Id been in is place  hes all art, is Mr. Wilks  no ead.

Its a good job for you youre an old man, Sam, said Mr. Nugent.

I can hardly believe it of you, Sam, said Miss Nugent. I can hardly think you could have been so deceitful. Why, weve trusted you all our lives.

The unfortunate steward quailed beneath the severity of her glance. Even if he gave a full account of the affair it would not make his position better. It was he who had made all the arrangements with Mr. Smith, and after an indignant glance at that gentleman he lowered his gaze and remained silent.

It is rather odd that my father should take you into his confidence, said Miss Nugent, turning to the boarding-master.

Just wot I thought, miss, said the complaisant Mr. Smith; but I spose there was nobody else, and he wanted is message to go for fear you should get worrying the police about im or something. He wants it kep quiet, and is last words to me as e left me was, If this affair gets known I shall never come back. Tell em to keep it quiet.

I dont think anybody will want to go bragging about it, said Jack Nugent, rising, unless it is Sam Wilks. Come along, Kate.

Miss Nugent followed him obediently, only pausing at the door to give a last glance of mingled surprise and reproach at Mr. Wilks. Then they were outside and the door closed behind them.

Well, thats all right, said Mr. Smith, easily.

All right! vociferated the steward. Wot did you put it all on to me for? Why didnt you tell em your part in it?

Wouldnt ha done any good, said Mr. Smith; wouldnt ha done you any good. Besides, I did just wot the capn told me.

Whens he coming back? inquired the steward.

Mr. Smith shook his head. Couldnt say, he returned. He couldnt say imself. Between you an me, I expect es gone up to have a reglar fair spree.

Why did you tell me last night he was up-stairs? inquired the other.

Capns orders, repeated Mr. Smith, with relish. Ask im, not me. As a matter o fact, he spent the night at my place and went off this morning.

An wot about the five pounds? inquired Mr. Wilks, spitefully. You aint earned it.

I know I aint, said Mr. Smith, mournfully. Thats wots worrying me. Its like a gnawing pain in my side. Dyou think its conscience biting of me? I never felt it before. Or dye think its sorrow to think that Ive done the whole job too cheap You think it out and let me know later on. So long.

He waved his hand cheerily to the steward and departed. Mr. Wilks threw himself into a chair and, ignoring the cold and the general air of desolation of his best room, gave way to a fit of melancholy which would have made Mr. Edward Silk green with envy.


CHAPTER XIII

Days passed, but no word came from the missing captain, and only the determined opposition of Kate Nugent kept her aunt from advertising in the Agony columns of the London Press. Miss Nugent was quite as desirous of secrecy in the affair as her father, and it was a source of great annoyance to her when, in some mysterious manner, it leaked out. In a very short time the news was common property, and Mr. Wilks, appearing to his neighbours in an entirely new character, was besieged for information.

His own friends were the most tiresome, their open admiration of his lawlessness and their readiness to trace other mysterious disappearances to his agency being particularly galling to a man whose respectability formed his most cherished possession. Other people regarded the affair as a joke, and he sat gazing round-eyed one evening at the Two Schooners at the insensible figures of three men who had each had a modest half-pint at his expense. It was a pretty conceit and well played, but the steward, owing to the frenzied efforts of one of the sleeper whom he had awakened with a quart pot, did not stay to admire it. He finished up the evening at the Chequers, and after getting wet through on the way home fell asleep in his wet clothes before the dying fire.
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He awoke with a bad cold and pains in the limbs. A headache was not unexpected, but the other symptoms were. With trembling hands he managed to light a fire and prepare a breakfast, which he left untouched. This last symptom was the most alarming of all, and going to the door he bribed a small boy with a penny to go for Dr. Murchison, and sat cowering over the fire until he came.

Well, youve got a bad cold, said the doctor, after examining him. Youd better get to bed for the present. Youll be safe there.

Is it dangerous? faltered the steward.

And keep yourself warm, said the doctor, who was not in the habit of taking his patients into his confidence. Ill send round some medicine.

I should like Miss Nugent to know Im bad, said Mr. Wilks, in a weak voice.

She knows that, replied Murchison. She was telling me about you the other day.

He put his hand up to his neat black moustache to hide a smile, and met the stewards indignant gaze without flinching.

I mean ill, said the latter, sharply.

Oh, yes, said the other. Well, you get to bed now. Good morning.

He took up his hat and stick and departed. Mr. Wilks sat for a little while over the fire, and then, rising, hobbled slowly upstairs to bed and forgot his troubles in sleep.

He slept until the afternoon, and then, raising himself in bed, listened to the sounds of stealthy sweeping in the room below. Chairs were being moved about, and the tinkle of ornaments on the mantelpiece announced that dusting operations were in progress. He lay down again with a satisfied smile; it was like a tale in a story-book: the faithful old servant and his masters daughter. He closed his eyes as he heard her coming upstairs.

Ah, pore dear, said a voice.

Mr. Wilks opened his eyes sharply and beheld the meagre figure of Mrs. Silk. In one hand she held a medicine-bottle and a glass and in the other paper and firewood.
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I only eard of it half an hour ago, she said, reproachfully. I saw the doctors boy, and I left my work and came over at once. Why didnt you let me know?

Mr. Wilks muttered that he didnt know, and lay crossly regarding his attentive neighbour as she knelt down and daintily lit the fire. This task finished, she proceeded to make the room tidy, and then set about making beef-tea in a little saucepan.

You lay still and get well, she remarked, with tender playfulness. Thats all youve got to do. Me and Teddyll look after you.

I couldnt think of troubling you, said the steward, earnestly.

Its no trouble, was the reply. You dont think Id leave you here alone helpless, do you?

I was going to send for old Mrs. Jackson if I didnt get well to-day, said Mr. Wilks.

Mrs. Silk shook her head at him, and, after punching up his pillow, took an easy chair by the fire and sat there musing. Mr. Edward Silk came in to tea, and, after remarking that Mr. Wilks was very flushed and had got a nasty look about the eyes and a cough which he didnt like, fell to discoursing on death-beds.

Good nursing is the principal thing, said his mother. I nursed my pore dear usband all through his last illness. He couldnt bear me to be out of the room. I nursed my mother right up to the last, and your pore Aunt Jane went off in my arms.

Mr. Wilks raised himself on his elbow and his eyes shone feverishly in the lamplight. I think Ill get a ospital nurse to-morrow, he said, decidedly.

Nonsense, said Mrs. Silk. Its no trouble to me at all. I like nursing; always did.

Mr. Wilks lay back again and, closing his eyes, determined to ask the doctor to provide a duly qualified nurse on the morrow. To his disappointment, however, the doctor failed to come, and although he felt much better Mrs. Silk sternly negatived a desire on his part to get up.

Not till the doctors been, she said, firmly. I couldnt think of it.

I dont believe theres anything the matter with me now, he declared.

Ow odd ow very odd that you should say that! said Mrs. Silk, clasping her hands.

Odd! repeated the steward, somewhat crustily. How do you mean  odd?

They was the very last words my Uncle Benjamin ever uttered in this life, said Mrs. Silk, with dramatic impressiveness.

The steward was silent, then, with the ominous precedent of Uncle Benjamin before him, he began to talk until scores of words stood between himself and a similar ending.

Teddy asked to be remembered to you as e went off this morning, said Mrs. Silk, pausing in her labours at the grate.

Im much obliged, muttered the invalid.

He didnt ave time to come in, pursued the widow. You can ardly believe what a lot e thinks of you, Mr. Wilks. The last words he said to me was, Let me know at once if theres any change.

Mr. Wilks distinctly felt a cold, clammy sensation down his spine and little quivering thrills ran up and down his legs. He glared indignantly at the back of the industrious Mrs. Silk.

Teddys very fond of you, continued the unconscious woman. I spose its not aving a father, but he seems to me to think more of you than any-body else in the wide, wide world. I get quite jealous sometimes. Only the other day I said to im, joking like, Well, youd better go and live with im if youre so fond of im, I said.

Ha, ha! laughed Mr. Wilks, uneasily.

Youll never guess what e said then, said Mrs. Silk dropping her dustpan and brush and gazing at the hearth.

Said e couldnt leave you, I spose, guessed the steward, gruffly.

Well, now, exclaimed Mrs. Silk, clapping her hands, if you avent nearly guessed it. Well, there! I never did! I wouldnt ave told you for anything if you adnt said that. The exact words what e did say was, Not without you, mother.

Mr. Wilks closed his eyes with a snap and his heart turned to water. He held his breath and ran-sacked his brain in vain for a reply which should ignore the inner meaning of the fatal words. Something careless and jocular he wanted, combined with a voice which should be perfectly under control. Failing these things, he kept his eyes closed, and, very wide-awake indeed, feigned sleep. He slept straight away from eleven oclock in the morning until Edward Silk came in at seven oclock in the evening.

I feel like a new man, he said, rubbing his eyes and yawning.

I dont see no change in your appearance, said the comforting youth.

Es much better, declared his mother. Thats what comes o good nursing; some nurses would ave woke im up to take food, but I just let im sleep on. People dont feel hunger while theyre asleep.

She busied herself over the preparation of a basin of arrowroot, and the steward, despite his distaste for this dish, devoured it in a twinkling. Beef-tea and a glass of milk in addition failed to take more than the edge off his appetite.

We shall pull im through, said Mrs. Silk, smiling, as she put down the empty glass. In a fortnight hell be on is feet.

It is a matter of history that Mr. Wilks was on his feet at five oclock the next morning, and not only on his feet but dressed and ready for a journey after such a breakfast as he had not made for many a day. The discourtesy involved in the disregard of the doctors instructions did not trouble him, and he smirked with some satisfaction as he noiselessly closed his door behind him and looked at the drawn blinds opposite. The stars were paling as he quitted the alley and made his way to the railway station. A note on his tumbled pillow, after thanking Mrs. Silk for her care of him, informed her that he was quite well and had gone to London in search of the missing captain.

Hardy, who had heard from Edward Silk of the stewards indisposition and had been intending to pay him a visit, learnt of his departure later on in the morning, and, being ignorant of the particulars, discoursed somewhat eloquently to his partner on the old mans devotion.

Hm, may be, said Swann, taking off his glasses and looking at him. But you dont think Captain Nugent is in London, do you?

Why not? inquired Hardy, somewhat startled. If what Wilks told you is true, Nathan Smith knows, said the other. Ill ask him.

You dont expect to get the truth out of him, do you? inquired Hardy, superciliously.

I do, said his partner, serenely; and when Ive got it I shall go and tell them at Equator Lodge. It will be doing those two poor ladies a service to let them know what has really happened to the captain.

Ill walk round to Nathan Smiths with you, said Hardy. I should like to hear what the fellow has to say.

No, Ill go alone, said his partner; Smiths a very shy man  painfully shy. Ive run across him once or twice before. Hes almost as bashful and retiring as you are.

Hardy grunted. If the captain isnt in London, where is he? he inquired.

The other shook his head. Ive got an idea, he replied, but I want to make sure. Kybird and Smith are old friends, as Nugent might have known, only he was always too high and mighty to take any interest in his inferiors. Theres something for you to go on.

He bent over his desk again and worked steadily until one oclock  his hour for lunching. Then he put on his hat and coat, and after a comfortable meal sallied out in search of Mr. Smith.
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The boarding-house, an old and dilapidated building, was in a bystreet convenient to the harbour. The front door stood open, and a couple of seamen lounging on the broken steps made way for him civilly as he entered and rapped on the bare boards with his stick. Mr. Smith, clattering down the stairs in response, had some difficulty in concealing his surprise at the visit, but entered genially into a conversation about the weather, a subject in which he was much interested. When the ship-broker began to discuss the object of his visit he led him to a small sitting-room at the back of the house and repeated the information he had given to Mr. Wilks.

Thats all there is to tell, he concluded, artlessly; the capn was that ashamed of hisself, hes laying low for a bit. We all make mistakes sometimes; I do myself.

I am much obliged to you, said Mr. Swann, gratefully.

Youre quite welcome, sir, said the boarding-master.

And now, said the visitor, musingly now for the police.

Police! repeated Mr. Smith, almost hastily. What for?

Why, to find the captain, said Mr. Swann, in a surprised voice.

Mr. Smith shook his head. Youll offend the capn bitter if you go to the police about im, sir, he declared. His last words to me was, Smith, ave this kept quiet.

Itll be a little job for the police, urged the shipbroker. They dont have much to do down here; theyll be as pleased as possible.

Theyll worry your life out of you, sir, said the other. You dont know what they are.

I like a little excitement, returned Mr. Swann. I dont suppose theyll trouble me much, but theyll turn your place topsy-turvy, I expect. Still, that cant be helped. You know what fools the police are; theyll think youve murdered the captain and hidden his body under the boards. Theyll have all the floors up. Ha, ha, ha!

Aving floors up dont seem to me to be so amusing as wot it does to you, remarked Mr. Smith, coldly.

They may find all sorts of treasure for you, continued his visitor. Its a very old house, Smith, and there may be bags of guineas hidden away under the flooring. You may be able to retire.

Youre a gentleman as is fond of his joke, Mr. Swann, returned the boarding-master, lugubriously. I wish Id got that appy way of looking at things you ave.

Im not joking, Smith, said the other, quietly.

Mr. Smith pondered and, stealing a side-glance at him, stood scraping his foot along the floor.

There aint nothing much to tell, he grumbled, and, mind, the worst favour you could do to the capn would be to put it about how he was done. Hes gone for a little trip instead of is son, thats all.

Little trip! repeated the other; you call a whaling cruise a little trip?

No, no, sir, said Mr. Smith, in a shocked voice, I aint so bad as that; Ive got some art, I hope. Hes just gone for a little trip with is old pal Hardy on the Conqueror. Kybirds idea it was.

Dont you know its punishable? demanded the shipbroker, recovering.

Mr. Smith shook his head and became serious. The capn fell into is own trap, he said, slowly. Theres no lor for im! Hed only get laughed at. The idea of trying to get me to put little Amelia Kybirds young man away. Why, I was er god-father.

Mr. Swann stared at him, and then with a friendly good morning departed. Half-way along the passage he stopped, and retracing his steps produced his cigar-case and offered the astonished boarding-master a cigar.

I spose, said that gentleman as he watched the others retreating figure and dubiously smelt the cigar; I spose its all right; but hes a larky sort, and I ave heard of em exploding. Ill give it to Kybird, in case.
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To Mr. Smiths great surprise his visitor sat down suddenly and began to laugh. Tears of honest mirth suffused his eyes and dimmed his glasses. Mr. Smith, regarding him with an air of kindly interest, began to laugh to keep him company.


CHAPTER XIV

Captain Nugent awoke the morning after his attempt to crimp his son with a bad headache. Not an ordinary headache, to disappear with a little cold water and fresh air; but a splitting, racking affair, which made him feel all head and dulness. Weights pressed upon his eye-lids and the back of his head seemed glued to his pillow.

He groaned faintly and, raising himself upon his elbow, opened his eyes and sat up with a sharp exclamation. His bed was higher from the floor than usual and, moreover, the floor was different. In the dim light he distinctly saw a ships forecastle, untidy bunks with frouzy bedclothes, and shiny oil-skins hanging from the bulkhead.

For a few moments he stared about in mystification; he was certainly ill, and no doubt the forecastle was an hallucination. It was a strange symptom, and the odd part of it was that everything was so distinct. Even the smell. He stared harder, in the hope that his surroundings would give place to the usual ones, and, leaning a little bit more on his elbow, nearly rolled out of the bunk. Resolved to probe this mystery to the bottom he lowered himself to the floor and felt distinctly the motion of a ship at sea.

There was no doubt about it. He staggered to the door and, holding by the side, looked on to the deck. The steamer was rolling in a fresh sea and a sweet strong wind blew refreshingly into his face. Funnels, bridge, and masts swung with a rhythmical motion; loose gear rattled, and every now and then a distant tinkle sounded faintly from the stewards pantry.

He stood bewildered, trying to piece together the events of the preceding night, and to try and understand by what miracle he was back on board his old ship the Conqueror. There was no doubt as to her identity. He knew every inch of her, and any further confirmation that might be required was fully supplied by the appearance of the long, lean figure of Captain Hardy on the bridge.

Captain Nugent took his breath sharply and began to realize the situation. He stepped to the side and looked over; the harbour was only a little way astern, and Sunwich itself, looking cold and cheerless beyond the dirty, tumbling seas, little more than a mile distant.

At the sight his spirits revived, and with a hoarse cry he ran shouting towards the bridge. Captain Hardy turned sharply at the noise, and recognizing the intruder stood peering down at him in undisguised amazement.
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Put back, cried Nugent, waving up at him. Put back.

What on earth are you doing on my ship? inquired the astonished Hardy.

Put me ashore, cried Nugent, imperiously; dont waste time talking. Dye hear? Put me ashore.

The amazement died out of Hardys face and gave way to an expression of anger. For a time he regarded the red and threatening visage of Captain Nugent in silence, then he turned to the second officer.

This man is not one of the crew, Mr. Prowle? he said, in a puzzled voice.

No, sir, said Mr. Prowle.

How did he get aboard here?

Captain Nugent answered the question himself. I was crimped by you and your drunken bullies, he said, sternly.

How did this man get aboard here? repeated Captain Hardy, ignoring him.

He must have concealed imself somewhere, sir, said the mate; this is the first Ive seen of him.

A stowaway? said the captain, bending his brows. He must have got some of the crew to hide him aboard. Youd better make a clean breast of it, my lad. Who are your confederates?

Captain Nugent shook with fury. The second mate had turned away, with his hand over his mouth and a suspicious hunching of his shoulders, while the steward, who had been standing by, beat a hasty retreat and collapsed behind the chart-room.

If you dont put me ashore, said Nugent, restraining his passion by a strong effort, Ill take proceedings against you for crimping me, the moment I reach port. Get a boat out and put me aboard that smack.

He pointed as he spoke to a smack which was just on their beam, making slowly for the harbour.

When youve done issuing orders, said the captain, in an indifferent voice, perhaps youll explain what you are doing aboard my crag.

Captain Nugent gazed at the stern of the fast-receding smack; Sunwich was getting dim in the distance and there was no other sail near. He began to realize that he was in for a long voyage.

I awoke this morning and found myself in a bunk in vow focsle, he said, regarding Hardy steadily. However I got there is probably best known to yourself. I hold you responsible for the affair.

Look here my lad, said Captain Hardy, in patronizing tones, I dont know how you got aboard my ship and I dont care. I am willing to believe that it was not intentional on your part, but either the outcome of a drunken freak or else a means of escaping from some scrape you have got into ashore. That being so, I shall take a merciful view of it, and if you behave yourself and make yourself useful you will not hear anything more of it. He has something the look of a seafaring man, Mr. Prowle. See what you can make of him.

Come along with me, my lad, said the grinning Mr. Prowle, tapping him on the shoulder.

The captain turned with a snarl, and, clenching his huge, horny fist, let drive full in the others face and knocked him off his feet.

Take that man forard, cried Captain Hardy, sharply. Take him forard.

Half-a-dozen willing men sprang forward. Captain Nugents views concerning sailormen were well known in Sunwich, and two of the men present had served under him. He went forward, the centre of an attentive and rotating circle, and, sadly out of breath, was bestowed in the forecastle and urged to listen to reason.

For the remainder of the morning he made no sign. The land was almost out of sight, and he sat down quietly to consider his course of action for the next few weeks. Dinner-time found him still engrossed in thought, and the way in which he received an intimation from a good-natured seaman that his dinner was getting cold showed that his spirits were still unquelled.

By the time afternoon came he was faint with hunger, and, having determined upon his course of action, he sent a fairly polite message to Captain Hardy and asked for an interview.

The captain, who was resting from his labours in the chart-room, received him with the same air of cold severity which had so endeared Captain Nugent himself to his subordinates.

You have come to explain your extraordinary behaviour of this morning, I suppose? he said, curtly.

I have come to secure a berth aft, said Captain Nugent. I will pay a small deposit now, and you will, of course, have the balance as soon as we get back. This is without prejudice to any action I may bring against you later on.

Oh, indeed, said the other, raising his eyebrows. We dont take passengers.

I am here against my will, said Captain Nu-gent, and I demand the treatment due to my position.

If I had treated you properly, said Captain Hardy, I should have put you in irons for knocking down my second officer. I know nothing about you or your position. Youre a stowaway, and you must do the best you can in the circumstances.

Are you going to give me a cabin? demanded the other, menacingly.

Certainly not, said Captain Hardy. I have been making inquiries, and I find that you have only yourself to thank for the position in which you find yourself. I am sorry to be harsh with you.

Harsh? repeated the other, hardly able to believe his ears. You  harsh to me?

But it is for your own good, pursued Captain Hardy; it is no pleasure to me to punish you. I shall keep an eye on you while youre aboard, and if I see that your conduct is improving you will find that I am not a hard man to get on with.

Captain Nugent stared at him with his lips parted. Three times he essayed to speak and failed; then he turned sharply and, gaining the open air, stood for some time trying to regain his composure before going forward again. The first mate, who was on the bridge, regarded him curiously, and then, with an insufferable air of authority, ordered him away.

The captain obeyed mechanically and, turning a deaf ear to the inquiries of the men, prepared to make the best of an intolerable situation, and began to cleanse his bunk. First of all he took out the bedding and shook it thoroughly, and then, pro-curing soap and a bucket of water, began to scrub with a will. Hostile comments followed the action.

We aint clean enough for im, said one voice.

Partikler old party, aint he, Bill? said another.

You leave im alone, said the man addressed, surveying the captains efforts with a smile of approval. You keep on, Nugent, dont you mind im. Theres a little bit there you aint done.
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Keep your head out of the way, unless you want it knocked off, said the incensed captain.

Ho! said the aggrieved Bill. Ho, indeed! Dye ear that, mates? A man musnt look at is own bunk now.

The captain turned as though he had been stung. This is my bunk, he said, sharply.

Ho, is it? said Bill. Beggin of your pardon, an apologizing for a-contradictin of you, but its mine. You havent got no bunk.

I slept in it last night, said the captain, conclusively.

I know you did, said Bill, but that was all my kind-artedness.

And arf a quid, Bill, a voice reminded him.

And arf a quid, assented Bill, graciously, and Im very much obliged to you, mate, for the careful and tidy way in which youve cleaned up arter your-self.

The captain eyed him. Many years of command at sea had given him a fine manner, and force of habit was for a moment almost too much for Bill and his friends. But only for a moment.

Im going to keep this bunk, said the captain, deliberately.

No, you aint, mate, said Bill, shaking his head, dont you believe it. Youre nobody down here; not even a ordinary seaman. Im afraid youll ave to clean a place for yourself on the carpet. Theres a nice corner over there.

When I get back, said the furious captain, some of you will go to gaol for last nights work.

Dont be hard on us, said a mocking voice, we did our best. It aint our fault that you look so ridikerlously young, that we took you for your own son.

And you was in that state that you couldnt contradict us, said another man.

If it is your bunk, said the captain, sternly, I suppose you have a right to it. But perhaps youll sell it to me? How much?

Now youre talking bisness, said the highly gratified Bill, turning with a threatening gesture upon a speculator opposite. Wot do you say to a couple o pounds?

The captain nodded.

Couple o pounds, money down, said Bill, holding out his hand.

The captain examined the contents of his pocket, and after considerable friction bought the bunk for a pound cash and an I O U for the balance.

A more humane man would have shown a little concern as to his benefactors sleeping-place; but the captain never gave the matter a thought. In fact, it was not until three days later that he discovered there was a spare bunk in the forecastle, and that the unscrupulous seaman was occupying it.

It was only one of many annoyances, but the captain realizing his impotence made no sign. From certain remarks let fall in his hearing he had no difficulty in connecting Mr. Kybird with his discomfiture and, of his own desire, he freely included the unfortunate Mr. Wilks.

He passed his time in devising schemes of vengeance, and when Captain Hardy, relenting, offered him a cabin aft, he sent back such a message of refusal that the steward spent half an hour preparing a paraphrase. The offer was not repeated, and the captain, despite the strong representations of Bill and his friends, continued to eat the bread of idleness before the mast.


CHAPTER XV

Mr. Adolphus Swann spent a very agreeable afternoon after his interview with Nathan Smith in refusing to satisfy what he termed the idle curiosity of his partner. The secret of Captain Nugents whereabouts, he declared, was not to be told to everybody, but was to be confided by a man of insinuating address and appearance  here he looked at himself in a hand-glass  to Miss Nugent. To be broken to her by a man with no ulterior motives for his visit; a man in the prime of life, but not too old for a little tender sympathy.

I had hoped to have gone this afternoon, he said, with a glance at the clock; but Im afraid I cant get away. Have you got much to do, Hardy?

No, said his partner, briskly. Ive finished.

Then perhaps you wouldnt mind doing my work for me, so that I can go? said Mr. Swann, mildly.

Hardy played with his pen. The senior partner had been amusing himself at his expense for some time, and in the hope of a favour at his hands he had endured it with unusual patience.

Four oclock, murmured the senior partner; hadnt you better see about making yourself presentable, Hardy?
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Thanks, said the other, with alacrity, as he took off his coat and crossed over to the little washstand. In five minutes he had finished his toilet and, giving his partner a little friendly pat on the shoulder, locked up his desk.

Well? he said, at last.

Well? repeated Mr. Swann, with a little surprise.

What am I to tell them? inquired Hardy, struggling to keep his temper.

Tell them? repeated the innocent Swann. Lor bless my soul, how you do jump at conclusions, Hardy. I only asked you to tidy yourself for my sake. I have an artistic eye. I thought you had done it to please me.

When youre tired of this nonsense, said the indignant Hardy, I shall be glad.

Mr. Swann looked him over carefully and, coming to the conclusion that his patience was exhausted, told him the result of his inquiries. His immediate reward was the utter incredulity of Mr. Hardy, together with some pungent criticisms of his veracity. When the young man did realize at last that he was speaking the truth he fell to wondering blankly what was happening aboard the Conqueror.

Never mind about that, said the older man. For a few weeks you have got a clear field. It is quite a bond between you: both your fathers on the same ship. But whatever you do, dont remind her of the fate of the Kilkenny cats. Draw a fancy picture of the two fathers sitting with their arms about each others waists and wondering whether their children  

Hardy left hurriedly, in fear that his indignation at such frivolity should overcome his gratitude, and he regretted as he walked briskly along that the diffidence peculiar to young men in his circumstances had prevented him from acquainting his father with the state of his feelings towards Kate Nugent.

The idea of taking advantage of the captains enforced absence had occurred to other people besides Mr. James Hardy. Dr. Murchison, who had found the captain, despite his bias in his favour, a particularly tiresome third, was taking the fullest advantage of it; and Mrs. Kybird had also judged it an admirable opportunity for paying a first call. Mr. Kybird, who had not taken her into his confidence in the affair, protested in vain; the lady was determined, and, moreover, had the warm support of her daughter.

I know what Im doing, Danl, she said to her husband.

Mr. Kybird doubted it, but held his peace; and the objections of Jack Nugent, who found to his dismay that he was to be of the party, were deemed too trivial to be worthy of serious consideration.

They started shortly after Jem Hardy had left his office, despite the fact that Mrs. Kybird, who was troubled with asthma, was suffering untold agonies in a black satin dress which had been originally made for a much smaller woman, and had come into her husbands hands in the way of business. It got into hers in what the defrauded Mr. Kybird considered an extremely unbusinesslike manner, and it was not without a certain amount of satisfaction that he regarded her discomfiture as the party sallied out.
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Mr. Nugent was not happy. Mrs. Kybird in the snug seclusion of the back parlour was one thing; Mrs. Kybird in black satin at its utmost tension and a circular hat set with sable ostrich plumes nodding in the breeze was another. He felt that the public eye was upon them and that it twinkled. His gaze wandered from mother to daughter.

What are you staring at? demanded Miss Kybird, pertly.

I was thinking how well you are looking, was the reply.

Miss Kybird smiled. She had hoisted some daring colours, but she was of a bold type and carried them fairly well.

If I ad the woman what made this dress ere, gasped Mrs. Kybird, as she stopped with her hand on her side, Id give her a bit o my mind.

I never saw you look so well in anything before, ma, said her daughter.

Mrs. Kybird smiled faintly and continued her pilgrimage. Jem Hardy coming up rapidly behind composed his amused features and stepped into the road to pass.

Halloa, Hardy, said Nugent. Going home?

I am calling on your sister, said Hardy, bowing.

By Jove, so are we, said Nugent, relieved to find this friend in need. Well go together. You know Mrs. Kybird and Miss Kybird? That is Mrs. Kybird.

Mrs. Kybird bade him Go along, do, and acknowledged the introduction with as stately a bow as the black satin would permit, and before the dazed Jem quite knew how it all happened he was leading the way with Mrs. Kybird, while the young people, as she called them, followed behind.

We aint looking at you, she said, playfully, over her shoulder.

And were trying to shut our eyes to your goings on, retorted Nugent.

Mrs. Kybird stopped and, with a half-turn, play-fully reached for him with her umbrella. The exertion and the joke combined took the remnant of her breath away, and she stood still, panting.

You had better take Hardys arm, I think, said Nugent, with affected solicitude.

Its my breath, explained Mrs. Kybird, turning to the fuming young man by her side. I can ardly get along for it  Im much obliged to you, Im sure.

Mr. Hardy, with a vain attempt to catch Jack Nugents eye, resigned himself to his fate, and with his fair burden on his arm walked with painful slowness towards Equator Lodge. A ribald voice from the other side of the road, addressing his companion as Mother Kybird, told her not to hug the man, and a small boy whom they met loudly asseverated his firm intention of going straight off to tell Mr. Kybird.
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By the time they reached the house Mr. Hardy entertained views on homicide which would have appeared impossible to him half an hour before. He flushed crimson as he saw the astonished face of Kate Nugent at the window, and, pausing at the gate to wait for the others, discovered that they had disappeared. A rooted dislike to scenes of any kind, together with a keen eye for the ludicrous, had prompted Jack Nugent to suggest a pleasant stroll to Amelia and put in an appearance later on.

We wont wait for im, said Mrs. Kybird, with decision; if I dont get a sit down soon I shall drop.

Still clinging to the reluctant Hardy she walked up the path; farther back in the darkness of the room the unfortunate young gentleman saw the faces of Dr. Murchison and Mrs. Kingdom.

And ow are you, Bella? inquired Mrs. Kybird with kindly condescension. Is Mrs. Kingdom at ome?

She pushed her way past the astonished Bella and, followed by Mr. Hardy, entered the room. Mrs. Kingdom, with a red spot on each cheek, rose to receive them.

I ought to ave come before, said Mrs. Kybird, subsiding thankfully into a chair, but Im such a bad walker. I ope I see you well.

We are very well, thank you, said Mrs. Kingdom, stiffly.

Thats right, said her visitor, cordially; what a blessing ealth is. What should we do without it, I wonder?

She leaned back in her chair and shook her head at the prospect. There was an awkward lull, and in the offended gaze of Miss Nugent Mr. Hardy saw only too plainly that he was held responsible for the appearance of the unwelcome visitor.

I was coming to see you, he said, leaving his chair and taking one near her, I met your brother coming along, and he introduced me to Mrs. Kybird and her daughter and suggested we should come together.

Miss Nugent received the information with a civil bow, and renewed her conversation with Dr. Murchison, whose face showed such a keen appreciation of the situation that Hardy had some difficulty in masking his feelings.

Theyre a long time a-coming, said Mrs. Kybird, smiling archly; but there, when young people are keeping company they forget everything and everybody. They didnt trouble about me; if it adnt been for Mr. Ardy giving me is arm I should never ave got here.

There was a prolonged silence. Dr. Murchison gave a whimsical glance at Miss Nugent, and meeting no response in that ladys indignant eyes, stroked his moustache and awaited events.

It looks as though your brother is not coming, said Hardy to Miss Nugent.

Hell turn up by-and-by, interposed Mrs. Kybird, looking somewhat morosely at the company. They dont notice ow the time flies, thats all.

Time does go, murmured Mrs. Kingdom, with a glance at the clock.

Mrs. Kybird started. Ah, and we notice it too, maam, at our age, she said, sweetly, as she settled herself in her chair and clasped her hands in her lap I cant elp looking at you, my dear, she continued, looking over at Miss Nugent. Theres such a wonderful likeness between Jack and you. Dont you think so, maam?

Mrs. Kingdom in a freezing voice said that she had not noticed it.

Of course, said Mrs. Kybird, glancing at her from the corner of her eye, Jack has ad to rough it, pore feller, and thats left its mark on im. Im sure, when we took im in, he was quite done up, so to speak. Hed only got what e stood up in, and the only pair of socks hed got to his feet was in such a state of oles that they had to be throwed away. I throwed em away myself.

Dear me, said Mrs. Kingdom.

He dont look like the same feller now, continued the amiable Mrs. Kybird; good living and good clothes ave worked wonders in im. Im sure if hed been my own son I couldnt ave done more for im, and, as for Kybird, hes like a father to him.

Dear me, said Mrs. Kingdom, again.

Mrs. Kybird looked at her. It was on the tip of her tongue to call her a poll parrot. She was a free-spoken woman as a rule, and it was terrible to have to sit still and waste all the good things she could have said to her in favour of unsatisfying pin-pricks. She sat smouldering.

I spose you miss the captin very much? she said, at last.

Very much, was the reply.

And I should think e misses you, retorted Mrs. Kybird, unable to restrain herself; e must miss your conversation and what I might call your liveliness.

Mrs. Kingdom turned and regarded her, and the red stole back to her cheeks again. She smoothed down her dress and her hands trembled. Both ladies were now regarding each other in a fashion which caused serious apprehension to the rest of the company.

I am not a great talker, but I am very careful whom I converse with, said Mrs. Kingdom, in her most stately manner.

I knew a lady like that once, said Mrs. Kybird; leastways, she wasnt a lady, she added, meditatively.

Mrs. Kingdom fidgeted, and looked over piteously at her niece; Mrs. Kybird, with a satisfied sniff, sat bolt upright and meditated further assaults. There were at least a score of things she could have said about her adversarys cap alone: plain, straightforward remarks which would have torn it to shreds. The cap fascinated her, and her fingers itched as she gazed at it. In more congenial surroundings she might have snatched at it, but, being a woman of strong character, she suppressed her natural instincts, and confined herself to more polite methods of attack.

Your nephew dont seem to be in no hurry, she remarked, at length; but, there, direckly e gets along o my daughter e forgits everything and everybody.

I really dont think he is coming, said Hardy, moved to speech by the glances of Miss Nugent.

I shall give him a little longer, said Mrs. Kybird. I only came ere to please im, and to get ome alone is more than I can do.

Miss Nugent looked at Mr. Hardy, and her eyes were soft and expressive. As plainly as eyes could speak they asked him to take Mrs. Kybird home, lest worse things should happen.

Would it be far out of your way? she asked, in a low voice.

Quite the opposite direction, returned Mr. Hardy, firmly.

How I got ere I dont know, said Mrs. Kybird, addressing the room in general; its a wonder to me. Well, once is enough in a lifetime.

Mr. Hardy, said Kate Nugent, again, in a low voice, I should be so much obliged if you would take Mrs. Kybird away. She seems bent on quarrelling with my aunt. It is very awkward.

It was difficult to resist the entreaty, but Mr. Hardy had a very fair idea of the duration of Miss Nugents gratitude; and, besides that, Murchison was only too plainly enjoying his discomfiture.

She can get home alone all right, he whispered.

Miss Nugent drew herself up disdainfully; Dr. Murchison, looking scandalized at his brusqueness, hastened to the rescue.

As a medical man, he said, with a considerable appearance of gravity, I dont think that Mrs. Kybird ought to go home alone.

Think not? inquired Hardy, grimly.

Certain of it, breathed the doctor.

Well, why dont you take her? retorted Hardy; its all on your way. I have some news for Miss Nugent.

Miss Nugent looked from one to the other, and mischievous lights appeared in her eyes as she gazed at the carefully groomed and fastidious Murchison. From them she looked to the other side of the room, where Mrs. Kybird was stolidly eyeing Mrs. Kingdom, who was trying in vain to appear ignorant of the fact.
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Thank you very much, said Miss Nugent, turning to the doctor.

Im sorry, began Murchison, with an indignant glance at his rival.

Oh, as you please, said the girl, coldly. Pray forgive me for asking you.

If you really wish it, said the doctor, rising. Miss Nugent smiled upon him, and Hardy also gave him a smile of kindly encouragement, but this he ignored. He crossed the room and bade Mrs. Kingdom good-bye; and then in a few disjointed words asked Mrs. Kybird whether he could be of any assistance in seeing her home.

Im sure Im much obliged to you, said that lady, as she rose. It dont seem much use for me waiting for my future son-in-law. I wish you good afternoon, maam. I can understand now why Jack didnt come.

With this parting shot she quitted the room and, leaning on the doctors arm, sailed majestically down the path to the gate, every feather on her hat trembling in response to the excitement below.

Good-natured of him, said Hardy, glancing from the window, with a triumphant smile.

Very, said Miss Nugent, coldly, as she took a seat by her aunt. What is the news to which you referred just now? Is it about my father?


CHAPTER XVI

The two ladies received Mr. Hardys information with something akin to consternation, the idea of the autocrat of Equator Lodge as a stowaway on board the ship of his ancient enemy proving too serious for ordinary comment. Mrs. Kingdoms usual expressions of surprise, Well, I never did! and Good gracious alive! died on her lips, and she sat gazing helpless and round-eyed at her niece.

I wonder what he said, she gasped, at last.

Miss Nugent, who was trying to imagine her father in his new role aboard the Conqueror, paid no heed. It was not a pleasant idea, and her eyes flashed with temper as she thought of it. Sooner or later the whole affair would be public property.

I had an idea all along that he wasnt in London, murmured Mrs. Kingdom. Fancy that Nathan Smith standing in Sams room telling us falsehoods like that! He never even blushed.

But you said that you kept picturing father walking about the streets of London, wrestling with his pride and trying to make up his mind to come home again, said her niece, maliciously.

Mrs. Kingdom fidgeted, but before she could think of a satisfactory reply Bella came to the door and asked to speak to her for a moment. Profiting by her absence, Mr. Hardy leaned towards Miss Nugent, and in a low voice expressed his sorrow at the mishap to her father and his firm conviction that everything that could be thought of for that unfortunate mariners comfort would be done. Our fathers will probably come back good friends, he concluded. There is nothing would give me more pleasure than that, and I think that we had better begin and set them a good example.

It is no good setting an example to people who are hundreds of miles away, said the matter-of-fact Miss Nugent. Besides, if they have made friends, they dont want an example set them.

But in that case they have set us an example which we ought to follow, urged Hardy.

Miss Nugent raised her eyes to his. Why do you wish to be on friendly terms? she asked, with disconcerting composure.
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I should like to know your father, returned Hardy, with perfect gravity; and Mrs. Kingdom  and you.

He eyed her steadily as he spoke, and Miss Nugent, despite her utmost efforts, realized with some indignation that a faint tinge of colour was creeping into her cheeks. She remembered his covert challenge at their last interview at Mr. Wilkss, and the necessity of reading this persistent young man a stern lesson came to her with all the force of a public duty.

Why? she inquired, softly, as she lowered her eyes and assumed a pensive expression.

I admire him, for one thing, as a fine seaman, said Hardy.

Yes, said Miss Nugent, and

And Ive always had a great liking for Mrs. Kingdom, he continued; she was very good-natured to me when I was a very small boy, I remember. She is very kind and amiable.

The baffled Miss Nugent stole a glance at him. And she said again, very softly.

And very motherly, said Hardy, without moving a muscle.

Miss Nugent pondered and stole another glance at him. The expression of his face was ingenuous, not to say simple. She resolved to risk it. So far he had always won in their brief encounters, and monotony was always distasteful to her, especially monotony of that kind.

And what about me? she said, with a friendly smile.

You, said Hardy, with a gravity of voice belied by the amusement in his eye; you are the daughter of the fine seaman and the niece of the good-natured and motherly Mrs. Kingdom.

Miss Nugent looked down again hastily, and all the shrew within her clamoured for vengeance. It was the same masterful Jem Hardy that had forced his way into their seat at church as a boy. If he went on in this way he would become unbearable; she resolved, at the cost of much personal inconvenience, to give him a much-needed fall. But she realized quite clearly that it would be a matter of time.

Of course, you and Jack are already good friends? she said, softly.

Very, assented Hardy. Such good friends that I have been devoting a lot of time lately to considering ways and means of getting him out of the snares of the Kybirds.

I should have thought that that was his affair, said Miss Nugent, haughtily.

Mine, too, said Hardy. I dont want him to marry Miss Kybird.

For the first time since the engagement Miss Nugent almost approved of it. Why not let him know your wishes? she said, gently. Surely that would be sufficient.

But you dont want them to marry? said Hardy, ignoring the remark.

I dont want my brother to do anything shabby, replied the girl; but I shouldnt be sorry, of course, if they did not.

Very good, said Hardy. Armed with your consent I shall leave no stone unturned. Nugent was let in for this, and I am going to get him out if I can. Alls fair in love and war. You dont mind my doing anything shabby?

Not in the least, replied Miss Nugent, promptly.

The reappearance of Mrs. Kingdom at this moment saved Mr. Hardy the necessity of a reply.

Conversation reverted to the missing captain, and Hardy and Mrs. Kingdom together drew such a picture of the two captains fraternizing that Miss Nugent felt that the millennium itself could have no surprises for her.

He has improved very much, said Mrs. Kingdom, after the door had closed behind their visitor; so thoughtful.

Hes thoughtful enough, agreed her niece.

He is what I call extremely considerate, pursued the elder lady, but Im afraid he is weak; anybody could turn him round their little finger.

I believe they could, said Miss Nugent, gazing at her with admiration, if he wanted to be turned.

The ice thus broken, Mr. Hardy spent the following day or two in devising plausible reasons for another visit. He found one in the person of Mr. Wilks, who, having been unsuccessful in finding his beloved master at a small tavern down by the London docks, had returned to Sunwich, by no means benefited by his change of air, to learn the terrible truth as to his disappearance from Hardy.

I wish theyd Shanghaid me instead, he said to that sympathetic listener, or Mrs. Silk.

Eh? said the other, staring.

Wotll be the end of it I dont know, said Mr. Wilks, laying a hand, which still trembled, on the other knee. Its got about that she saved my life by er careful nussing, and the way she shakes er ead at me for risking my valuable life, as she calls it, going up to London, gives me the shivers.

Nonsense, said Hardy; she cant marry you against your will. Just be distantly civil to her.

Ow can you be distantly civil when she lives just opposite? inquired the steward, querulously. She sent Teddy over at ten oclock last night to rub my chest with a bottle o liniment, and its no good me saying Im all right when shes been spending eighteen-pence o good money over the stuff.

She cant marry you unless you ask her, said the comforter.

Mr. Wilks shook his head. People in the alley are beginning to talk, he said, dolefully. Just as I came in this afternoon old George Lee screwed up one eye at two or three women wot was gossiping near, and when I asked im wot ed got to wink about he said that a bit o wedding-cake ad blowed in his eye as I passed. It sent them silly creeturs into fits amost.
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Theyll soon get tired of it, said Hardy.

Mr. Wilks, still gloomy, ventured to doubt it, but cheered up and became almost bright when his visitor announced his intention of trying to smooth over matters for him at Equator Lodge. He became quite voluble in his defence, and attached much importance to the fact that he had nursed Miss Nugent when she was in long clothes and had taught her to whistle like an angel at the age of five.

Ive felt being cut adrift by her more than anything, he said, brokenly. Nine-an-twenty years I sailed with the capn and served im faithful, and this is my reward.

Hardy pleaded his case next day. Miss Nugent was alone when he called, and, moved by the vivid picture he drew of the old mans loneliness, accorded her full forgiveness, and decided to pay him a visit at once. The fact that Hardy had not been in the house five minutes she appeared to have overlooked.

Ill go upstairs and put my hat and jacket on and go now, she said, brightly.

Thats very kind of you, said Hardy. His voice expressed admiring gratitude; but he made no sign of leaving his seat.

You dont mind? said Miss Nugent, pausing in front of him and slightly extending her hand.

Not in the least, was the reply; but I want to see Wilks myself. Perhaps youll let me walk down with you?

The request was so unexpected that the girl had no refusal ready. She hesitated and was lost. Finally, she expressed a fear that she might keep him waiting too long while she got ready  a fear which he politely declined to consider.

Well, well see, said the marvelling Miss Nugent to herself as she went slowly upstairs. Hes got impudence enough for forty.

She commenced her preparations for seeing Mr. Wilks by wrapping a shawl round her shoulders and reclining in an easy-chair with a novel. It was a good story, but the room was very cold, and even the pleasure of snubbing an intrusive young man did not make amends for the lack of warmth. She read and shivered for an hour, and then with chilled fingers lit the gas and proceeded to array herself for the journey.

Her temper was not improved by seeing Mr. Hardy sitting in the dark over a good fire when she got downstairs.

Im afraid Ive kept you waiting, she said, crisply.

Not at all, said Hardy. Ive been very comfortable.

Miss Nugent repressed a shiver and, crossing to the fire, thoughtlessly extended her fingers over the blaze.

Im afraid youre cold, said Hardy.

The girl looked round sharply. His face, or as much of it as she could see in the firelight, bore a look of honest concern somewhat at variance with the quality of his voice. If it had not been for the absurdity of altering her plans on his account she would have postponed her visit to the steward until another day.

The walk to Fullalove Alley was all too short for Jem Hardy. Miss Nugent stepped along with the air of a martyr anxious to get to the stake and have it over, and she answered in monosyllables when her companion pointed out the beauties of the night.

A bitter east wind blew up the road and set her yearning for the joys of Mr. Wilkss best room. Its very cold, she said, shivering.

Hardy assented, and reluctantly quickened his pace to keep step with hers. Miss Nugent with her chin sunk in a fur boa looked neither to the right nor the left, and turning briskly into the alley, turned the handle of Mr. Wilkss door and walked in, leaving her companion to follow.

The steward, who was smoking a long pipe over the fire, looked round in alarm. Then his expression changed, and he rose and stammered out a welcome. Two minutes later Miss Nugent, enthroned in the best chair with her toes on the fender, gave her faithful subject a free pardon and full permission to make hot coffee.

And dont you ever try and deceive me again, Sam, she said, as she sipped the comforting beverage.

No, miss, said the steward, humbly. Ive ad a lesson. Ill never try and Shanghai anybody else agin as long as I live.

After this virtuous sentiment he sat and smoked placidly, with occasional curious glances divided between his two visitors. An idle and ridiculous idea, which occurred to him in connection with them, was dismissed at once as too preposterous for a sensible steward to entertain.

Mrs. Kingdom well? he inquired.

Quite well, said the girl. If you take me home, Sam, you shall see her, and be forgiven by her, too.

Thankee, miss, said the gratified steward.

And what about your foot, Wilks? said Hardy, somewhat taken aback by this arrangement.

Foot, sir? said the unconscious Mr. Wilks; wot foot?

Why, the bad one, said Hardy, with a significant glance.

Ho, that one? said Mr. Wilks, beating time and waiting further revelations.

Do you think you ought to use it much? inquired Hardy.

Mr. Wilks looked at it, or, to be more exact, looked at both of them, and smiled weakly. His previous idea recurred to him with renewed force now, and several things in the young mans behaviour, hitherto disregarded, became suddenly charged with significance. Miss Nugent looked on with an air of cynical interest.

Better not run any risk, said Hardy, gravely. I shall be very pleased to see Miss Nugent home, if she will allow me.

What is the matter with it? inquired Miss Nugent, looking him full in the face.

Hardy hesitated. Diplomacy, he told himself, was one thing; lying another. He passed the question on to the rather badly used Mr. Wilks.

Matter with it? repeated that gentleman, glaring at him reproachfully. Its got shootin pains right up it. I suppose it was walking miles and miles every day in London, looking for the capn, was too much for it.

Is it too bad for you to take me home, Sam? inquired Miss Nugent, softly.

The perturbed Mr. Wilks looked from one to the other. As a sportsman his sympathies were with Hardy, but his duty lay with the girl.

Ill do my best, miss, he said; and got up and limped, very well indeed for a first attempt, round the room.

Then Miss Nugent did a thing which was a puzzle to herself for some time afterwards. Having won the victory she deliberately threw away the fruits of it, and declining to allow the steward to run any risks, accepted Hardys escort home. Mr. Wilks watched them from the door, and with his head in a whirl caused by the nights proceedings mixed himself a stiff glass of grog to set it right, and drank to the health of both of them.
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The wind had abated somewhat in violence as they walked home, and, moreover, they had their backs to it. The walk was slower and more enjoyable in many respects than the walk out. In an unusually soft mood she replied to his remarks and stole little critical glances up at him. When they reached the house she stood a little while at the gate gazing at the starry sky and listening to the crash of the sea on the beach.

It is a fine night, she said, as she shook hands.

The best I have ever known, said Hardy. Good-bye.


CHAPTER XVII

The weeks passed all too quickly for James Hardy. He saw Kate Nugent at her own home; met her, thanks to the able and hearty assistance of Mr. Wilks, at Fullalove Alley, and on several occasions had the agreeable task of escorting her back home.

He cabled to his father for news of the illustrious stowaway immediately the Conqueror was notified as having reached Port Elizabeth. The reply Left ship  confirmed his worst fears, but he cheerfully accepted Mrs. Kingdoms view that the captain, in order to relieve the natural anxiety of his family, had secured a passage on the first vessel homeward bound.

Captain Hardy was the first to reach home. In the early hours of a fine April morning the Conqueror steamed slowly into Sunwich Harbour, and in a very short time the town was revelling in a description of Captain Nugents first voyage before the mast from lips which were never tired of repeating it. Down by the waterside Mr. Nathan Smith found that he had suddenly attained the rank of a popular hero, and his modesty took alarm at the publicity afforded to his action. It was extremely distasteful to a man who ran a quiet business on old-fashioned lines and disbelieved in advertisement. He lost three lodgers the same day.
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Jem Hardy was one of the few people in Sunwich for whom the joke had no charms, and he betrayed such an utter lack of sympathy with his fathers recital that the latter accused him at last of wanting a sense of humour.

I dont see anything amusing in it, said his son, stiffly.

Captain Hardy recapitulated one or two choice points, and was even at some pains to explain them.

I cant see any fun in it, repeated his son. Your behaviour seems to me to have been deplorable.

What? shouted the captain, hardly able to believe his ears.

Captain Nugent was your guest, pursued the other; he got on your ship by accident, and he should have been treated decently as a saloon passenger.

And been apologized to for coming on board, I suppose? suggested the captain.

It wouldnt have been amiss, was the reply.

The captain leaned back in his chair and regarded him thoughtfully. I cant think whats the matter with you, Jem, he said.

Ordinary decent ideas, thats all, said his son, scathingly.

Theres something more in it than that, said the other, positively. I dont like to see this love-your-enemy business with you, Jem; it aint natural to you. Has your health been all right while Ive been away?

Of course it has, said his son, curtly. If you didnt want Captain Nugent aboard with you why didnt you put him ashore? It wouldnt have delayed you long. Think of the worry and anxiety youve caused poor Mrs. Kingdom.

A holiday for her, growled the captain.

It has affected her health, continued his son; and besides, think of his daughter. Shes a high-spirited girl, and all Sunwich is laughing over her fathers mishap.

Nugent fell into his own trap, exclaimed the captain, impatiently. And it wont do that girl of his any harm to be taken down a peg or two. Do her good. Knock some of the nonsense out of her.

Thats not the way to speak of a lady, said Jem, hotly.

The offended captain regarded him somewhat sourly; then his face changed, and he got up from his chair and stood before his son with consternation depicted on every feature.

You dont mean to tell me, he said, slowly; you dont mean to tell me that youre thinking anything of Kate Nugent?

Why not? demanded the other, defiantly; why shouldnt I?

Captain Hardy, whistling softly, made no reply, but still stood eyeing him.

I thought there was some other reason for your consideration besides ordinary decent ideas, he said, at last. When did it come on? How long have you had it?

Mr. Hardy, jun., in a studiously unfilial speech, intimated that these pleasantries were not to his taste.

No, of course not, said the captain, resuming his seat. Well, Im sorry if its serious, Jem, but I never dreamt you had any ideas in that quarter. If I had Id have given old Nugent the best bunk on the ship and sung him to sleep myself. Has she given you any encouragement?

Dont know, said Jem, who found the conversation awkward.

Extraordinary thing, said the captain, shaking his head, extraordinary. Like a play.

Play? said his son, sharply.

Play, repeated his father, firmly. What is the name of it? I saw it once at Newcastle. The lovers take poison and die across each others chests because their people wont let em marry. And that reminds me. I saw some phosphor-paste in the kitchen, Jem. Whose is it?

Im glad to be the means of affording you amusement, said Jem, grinding his teeth.

Captain Hardy regarded him affectionately. Go easy, my lad, he said, equably; go easy. If Id known it before, things would have been different; as I didnt, we must make the best of it. Shes a pretty girl, and a good one, too, for all her airs, but Im afraid shes too fond of her father to overlook this.

Thats where youve made such a mess of things, broke in his son. Why on earth you two old men couldnt

Easy, said the startled captain. When you are in the early fifties, my lad, your ideas about age will be more accurate. Besides, Nugent is seven or eight years older than I am.

What became of him? inquired Jem.

He was off the moment we berthed, said his father, suppressing a smile. I dont mean that he bolted  hed got enough starch left in him not to do that  but he didnt trespass on our hospitality a moment longer than was necessary. I heard that he got a passage home on the Columbus. He knew the master. She sailed some time before us for London. I thought hed have been home by this.

It was not until two days later, however, that the gossip in Sunwich received a pleasant fillip by the arrival of the injured captain. He came down from London by the midday train, and, disdaining the privacy of a cab, prepared to run the gauntlet of his fellow-townsmen.

A weaker man would have made a detour, but he held a direct course, and with a curt nod to acquaintances who would have stopped him walked swiftly in the direction of home. Tradesmen ran to their shop-doors to see him, and smoking amphibians lounging at street corners broke out into sunny smiles as he passed. He met these annoyances with a set face and a cold eye, but his views concerning children were not improved by the crowd of small creatures which fluttered along the road ahead of him and, hopeful of developments, clustered round the gate as he passed in.
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It is the pride and privilege of most returned wanderers to hold forth at great length concerning their adventures, but Captain Nugent was commendably brief. At first he could hardly be induced to speak of them at all, but the necessity of contradicting stories which Bella had gleaned for Mrs. Kingdom from friends in town proved too strong for him. He ground his teeth with suppressed fury as he listened to some of them. The truth was bad enough, and his daughter, sitting by his side with her hand in his, was trembling with indignation.

Poor father, she said, tenderly; what a time you must have had. It wont bear thinking of, said Mrs. Kingdom, not to be outdone in sympathy.

He met these annoyances with a set face.

Well, dont think of it, said the captain, shortly.

Mrs. Kingdom sighed as though to indicate that her feelings were not to be suppressed in that simple fashion.

The anxiety has been very great, she said, shaking her head, but everybodys been very kind. Im sure all our friends have been most sympathetic. I couldnt go outside the house without somebody stopping me and asking whether there was any news of you. Id no idea you were so popular; even the milkman  

Id like some tea, interrupted the captain, roughly; that is, when you have finished your very interesting information.

Mrs. Kingdom pursed her lips together to suppress the words she was afraid to utter, and rang the bell.

Your master would like some tea, she said, primly, as Bella appeared. He has had a long journey. The captain started and eyed her fiercely; Mrs. Kingdom, her good temper quite restored by this little retort, folded her hands in her lap and gazed at him with renewed sympathy.

We all missed you very much, said Kate, softly. But we had no fears once we knew that you were at sea.

And I suppose some of the sailors were kind to you? suggested the unfortunate Mrs. Kingdom. They are rough fellows, but I suppose some of them have got their hearts in the right place. I daresay they were sorry to see you in such a position.

The captains reply was of a nature known to Mrs. Kingdom and her circle as snapping ones head off. He drew his chair to the table as Bella brought in the tray and, accepting a cup of tea, began to discuss with his daughter the events which had transpired in his absence.

There is no news, interposed Mrs. Kingdom, during an interval. Mr. Halls aunt died the other day.

Never heard of her, said the captain. Neither had I, till then, said his sister. What a lot of people there are one never hears of, John. The captain stared at her offensively and went on with his meal. A long silence ensued.

I suppose you didnt get to hear of the cable that was sent? said Mrs. Kingdom, making another effort to arouse interest.

What cable? inquired her brother.

The one Mr. Hardy sent to his father about you, replied Mrs. Kingdom.

The captain pushed his chair back and stared her full in the face. What do you mean? he demanded.

His sister explained.

Do you mean to tell me that youve been speaking to young Hardy? exclaimed the captain.

I could hardly help doing so, when he came here, returned his sister, with dignity. He has been very anxious about you.

Captain Nugent rose and strode up and down the room. Then he stopped and glanced sharply at his daughter.

Were you here when he called? he demanded.

Yes, was the reply.

And you  you spoke to him? roared the captain.

I had to be civil, said Miss Nugent, calmly; Im not a sea-captain.

Her father walked up and down the room again. Mrs. Kingdom, terrified at the storm she had evoked, gazed helplessly at her niece.

What did he come here for? said the captain.

Miss Nugent glanced down at her plate. I cant imagine, she said, demurely. The first time he came to tell us what had become of you.

The captain stopped in his walk and eyed her sternly. I am very fortunate in my children, he said, slowly. One is engaged to marry the daughter of the shadiest rascal in Sunwich, and the other

And the other? said his daughter, proudly, as he paused.

The other, said the captain, as he came round the table and put his hand on her shoulder, is my dear and obedient daughter.

Yes, said Miss Nugent; but that isnt what you were going to say. You need not worry about me; I shall not do anything that would displease you.


CHAPTER XVIII

With a view to avoiding the awkwardness of a chance meeting with any member of the Nugent family Hardy took the sea road on his way to the office the morning after the captains return. Common sense told him to leave matters for the present to the healing hand of Time, and to cultivate habits of self-effacement by no means agreeable to one of his temperament.

Despite himself his spirits rose as he walked. It was an ideal spring morning, cool and sunny. The short turf by the side of the road was fragrant under his heel, and a light wind stirred the blueness of the sea. On the beach below two grizzled men of restful habit were endeavouring to make an old boat waterproof with red and green paint.

A long figure approaching slowly from the opposite direction broke into a pleasant smile as he drew near and quickened his pace to meet him.

Youre out early, said Hardy, as the old man stopped and turned with him.

Ave to be, sir, said Mr. Wilks, darkly; out early and ome late, and more often than not getting my dinner out. Thats my life nowadays.

Cant you let her see that her attentions are undesirable? inquired Hardy, gravely.

Cant you let her see that her attentions are undesirable?
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I cant be rude to a woman, said the steward, with a melancholy smile; if I could, my life would ha been very different. Shes always stepping across to ask my advice about Teddy, or something o that sort. All last week she kept borrowing my frying-pan, so at last by way of letting er see I didnt like it I went out and bought er one for herself. Whats the result? Instead o being offended she went out and bought me a couple o neck-ties. When I didnt wear em she pretended it was because I didnt like the colour, and she went and bought two more. Im wearing one now.

He shook his head ruefully, and Hardy glanced at a tie which would have paled the glories of a rainbow. For some time they walked along in silence.

Im going to pay my respects to Capn Nugent this afternoon, said Mr. Wilks, suddenly.

Ah, said the other.

I knew what it ud be with them two on the same ship, continued Mr. Wilks. I didnt say nothing when you was talking to Miss Kate, but I knew well enough.

Ah, said Hardy again. There was no mistaking the significance of the stewards remarks, and he found them somewhat galling. It was all very well to make use of his humble friend, but he had no desire to discuss his matrimonial projects with him.

Its a great pity, pursued the unconscious Mr. Wilks, just as everything seemed to be going on smoothly; but while theres life theres ope.

Thats a smart barge over there, said Hardy, pointing it out.

Mr. Wilks nodded. I shall keep my eyes open this afternoon, he said reassuringly. And if I get a chance of putting in a word itll be put in. Twenty-nine years I sailed with the capn, and if theres anybody knows his weak spots its me.

He stopped as they reached the town and said good-bye. He pressed the young mans hand sympathetically, and a wink of intense artfulness gave point to his last remark.

Theres always Sam Wilkss cottage, he said, in a husky whisper; and if two of is friends should appen to meet there, whod be the wiser?

He gazed benevolently after the young mans retreating figure and continued his stroll, his own troubles partly forgotten in the desire to assist his friends. It would be a notable feat for the humble steward to be the means of bringing the young people together and thereby bringing to an end the feud of a dozen years. He pictured himself eventually as the trusted friend and adviser of both families, and in one daring flight of fancy saw himself hobnobbing with the two captains over pipes and whisky.

Neatly dressed and carrying a small offering of wallflowers, he set out that afternoon to call on his old master, giving, as he walked, the last touches to a little speech of welcome which he had prepared during dinner. It was a happy effort, albeit a trifle laboured, but Captain Nugents speech, the inspiration of the moment, gave it no chance.

He started the moment the bowing Mr. Wilks entered the room, his voice rising gradually from low, bitter tones to a hurricane note which Bella. could hear in the kitchen without even leaving her chair. Mr. Wilks stood dazed and speechless before him, holding the wallflowers in one hand and his cap in the other. In this attitude he listened to a description of his character drawn with the loving skill of an artist whose whole heart was in his work, and who seemed never tired of filling in details.

If you ever have the hardihood to come to my house again, he concluded, Ill break every bone in your misshapen body. Get!

Mr. Wilks turned and groped his way to the door. Then he went a little way back with some idea of defending himself, but the door of the room was slammed in his face. He walked slowly down the path to the road and stood there for some time in helpless bewilderment. In all his sixty years of life his feelings had never been so outraged. His cap was still in his hand, and, with a helpless gesture, he put it on and scattered his floral offering in the road. Then he made a bee-line for the Two Schooners.

Though convivial by nature and ever free with his money, he sat there drinking alone in silent misery. Men came and went, but he still sat there noting with mournful pride the attention caused by his unusual bearing. To casual inquiries he shook his head; to more direct ones he only sighed heavily and applied himself to his liquor. Curiosity increased with numbers as the day wore on, and the steward, determined to be miserable, fought manfully against an ever-increasing cheerfulness due to the warming properties of the ale within.

I ope you aint lost nobody, Sam? said a discomfited inquirer at last.

Mr. Wilks shook his head.

You look as though youd lost a shilling and found a hapenny, pursued the other.

Found a what? inquired Mr. Wilks, wrinkling his forehead.

A hapenny, said his friend.

Who did? said Mr. Wilks.

The other attempted to explain and was ably assisted by two friends, but without avail; the impression left on Mr. Wilkss mind being that somebody had got a shilling of his. He waxed exceeding bitter, and said that he had been missing shillings for a long time.

Youre labourin under a mistake, Sam, said the first speaker.

Mr. Wilks laughed scornfully and essayed a sneer, while his friends, regarding his contortions with some anxiety, expressed a fear that he was not quite himself. To this suggestion the steward deigned no reply, and turning to the landlord bade him replenish his mug.

Youve ad enough, Mr. Wilks, said that gentleman, who had been watching him for some time.

Mr. Wilks, gazing at him mistily, did not at first understand the full purport of this remark; but when he did, his wrath was so majestic and his remarks about the quality of the brew so libellous that the landlord lost all patience.

You get off home, he said, sharply.

Listen t me, said Mr. Wilks, impressively.

I dont want no words with you, said the land-lord. You get off home while you can.

Thats right, Sam, said one of the company, putting his hand on the stewards arm. You take his advice.

Mr. Wilks shook the hand off and eyed his adviser ferociously. Then he took a glass from the counter and smashed it on the floor. The next moment the bar was in a ferment, and the landlord, gripping Mr. Wilks round the middle, skilfully piloted him to the door and thrust him into the road.
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The strong air blowing from the sea disordered the stewards faculties still further. His treatment inside was forgotten, and, leaning against the front of the tavern, he stood open-mouthed, gazing at marvels. Ships in the harbour suddenly quitted their native element and were drawn up into the firmament; nobody passed but twins.

Evening, Mr. Wilks, said a voice.

The steward peered down at the voice. At first he thought it was another case of twins, but looking close he saw that it was Mr. Edward Silk alone. He saluted him graciously, and then, with a wave of his hand toward the sky, sought to attract his attention to the ships there.

Yes, said the unconscious Mr. Silk, sign of a fine day to-morrow. Are you going my way?

Mr. Wilks smiled, and detaching himself from the tavern with some difficulty just saved Mr. Silk from a terrible fall by clutching him forcibly round the neck. The ingratitude of Mr. Silk was a rebuff to a nature which was at that moment overflowing with good will. For a moment the steward was half inclined to let him go home alone, but the reflection that he would never get there softened him.

Pull yourself tgether, he said, gravely, Now, old on me.

The road, as they walked, rose up in imitation of the shipping, but Mr. Wilks knew now the explanation: Teddy Silk was intoxicated. Very gently he leaned towards the erring youth and wagged his head at him.

Are you going to hold up or arent you? demanded Mr. Silk, shortly.

The steward waived the question; he knew from experience the futility of arguing with men in drink. The great thing was to get Teddy Silk home, not to argue with him. He smiled good-temperedly to himself, and with a sudden movement pinned him up against the wall in time to arrest another` fall.
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With frequent halts by the way, during which the shortness of Mr. Silks temper furnished Mr. Wilks with the texts of several sermons, none of which he finished, they at last reached Fullalove Alley, and the steward, with a brief exhortation to his charge to hold his head up, bore down on Mrs. Silk, who was sitting in her doorway.

Ive brought im ome, he said, steadying himself against the doorpost; brought im ome.

Brought im ome? said the bewildered Mrs. Silk.

Don say anything to im, entreated Mr. Wilks, my sake. Thing might appen anybody.

Hes been like that all the way, said Mr. Silk, regarding the steward with much disfavour. I dont know why I troubled about him, Im sure.

Crowd roun im, pursued the imaginative Mr. Wilks. Old up, Teddy.

Im sure its very kind of you, Mr. Wilks, said the widow, as she glanced at a little knot of neighbours standing near. Will you come inside for a minute or two?

She moved the chair to let him pass, and Mr. Wilks, still keeping the restraining hand of age on the shoulder of intemperate youth, passed in and stood, smiling amiably, while Mrs. Silk lit the lamp and placed it in the centre of the table, which was laid for supper. The light shone on a knuckle of boiled pork, a home-made loaf, and a fresh-cut wedge of cheese.

I suppose you wont stay and pick a bit o sup-per with us? said Mrs. Silk.

Why not? inquired Mr. Wilks.

Im sure, if I had known, said Mrs. Silk, as she piloted him to a seat, Id ave ad something nice. There, now! If I avent been and forgot the beer.

She left the table and went into the kitchen, and Mr. Wilkss eyes glistened as she returned with a large brown jug full of foaming ale and filled his glass.

Teddy mustnt ave any, he said, sharply, as she prepared to fill that gentlemans glass.

Just alf a glass, she said, winsomely.

Not a drop, said Mr. Wilks, firmly.

Mrs. Silk hesitated, and screwing up her forehead glanced significantly at her son. Ave some by-and-by, she whispered.

Give me the jug, said Mr. Silk, indignantly. What are you listening to im for? Cant you see whats the matter with im?

Not to ave it, said Mr. Wilks; put it ere.

He thumped the table emphatically with his hand, and before her indignant son could interfere Mrs. Silk had obeyed. It was the last straw. Mr. Edward Silk rose to his feet with tremendous effect and, first thrusting his plate violently away from him, went out into the night, slamming the door behind him with such violence that the startled Mr. Wilks was nearly blown out of his chair.

He dont mean nothing, said Mrs. Silk, turning a rather scared face to the steward. Es a bit jealous of you, I spose.

Mr. Wilks shook his head. Truth to tell, he was rather at a loss to know exactly what had happened.

And then theres is love affair, sighed Mrs. Silk. Hell never get over the loss of Amelia Kybird. I always know when e as seen her, hes that miserable theres no getting a word out of im.

Mr. Wilks smiled vaguely and went on with his supper, and, the meal finished, allowed himself to be installed in an easy-chair, while his hostess cleared the table. He sat and smoked in high good humour with himself, the occasional remarks he made being received with an enthusiasm which they seldom provoked elsewhere.

I should like t sit ere all night, he said, at last.

I dont believe it, said Mrs. Silk, playfully.

Like t sit ere all night, repeated Mr. Wilks, somewhat sternly. All nex day, all day after, day after that, day  

Mrs. Silk eyed him softly. Why would you like to sit here all that time? she inquired, in a low voice.

Bcause, said Mr. Wilks, simply, bcause I dont feels if I can stand. Goo-night.

He closed his eyes on the indignant Mrs. Silk and fell fast asleep. It was a sound sleep and dreamless, and only troubled by the occasional ineffectual attempts of his hostess to arouse him. She gave up the attempt at last, and taking up a pair of socks sat working thoughtfully the other side of the fire-place.

The steward awoke an hour or two later, and after what seemed a terrible struggle found himself standing at the open door with the cold night air blowing in his face, and a voice which by an effort of memory he identified as that of Edward Silk inviting him to go home and lose no time about it. Then the door slammed behind him and he stood balancing himself with some difficulty on the step, wondering what had happened. By the time he had walked up and down the deserted alley three or four times light was vouchsafed to him and, shivering slightly, he found his own door and went to bed.


CHAPTER XIX

Any hopes which Hardy might have entertained as to the attitude of Miss Nugent were dispelled the first time he saw her, that dutiful daughter of a strong-willed sire favouring him with a bow which was exactly half an inch in depth and then promptly bestowing her gaze elsewhere. He passed Captain Nugent next day, and for a week afterwards he had only to close his eyes to see in all its appalling virulence the glare with which that gentleman had acknowledged his attempt at recognition.
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He fared no better in Fullalove Alley, a visit to Mr. Wilks eliciting the fact that that delectable thoroughfare had been put out of bounds for Miss Nugent. Moreover, Mr. Wilks was full of his own troubles and anxious for any comfort and advice that could be given to him. All the alley knew that Mrs. Silk had quarrelled with her son over the steward, and, without knowing the facts, spoke their mind with painful freedom concerning them.

She and Teddy dont speak to each other now, said Mr. Wilks, gloomily, and to ear people talk youd think it was my fault.

Hardy gave him what comfort he could. He even went the length of saying that Mrs. Silk was a fine woman.

She acts like a suffering martyr, exclaimed Mr. Wilks. She comes over ere dropping hints that people are talking about us, and that they ask er awkward questions. Pretending to misunderstand er every time is enough to send me crazy; and shes so sudden in what she says theres no being up to er. Ony this morning she asked me if I should be sorry if she died.

What did you say? inquired his listener.

I said yes, admitted Mr. Wilks, reluctantly. I couldnt say anything else; but I said that she wasnt to let my feelings interfere with er in any way.

Hardys father sailed a day or two later, and after that nothing happened. Equator Lodge was an impregnable fortress, and the only member of the garrison he saw in a fortnight was Bella.

His depression did not escape the notice of his partner, who, after first advising love-philtres and then a visit to a well-known specialist for diseases of the heart, finally recommended more work, and put a generous portion of his own on to the young mans desk. Hardy, who was in an evil temper, pitched it on to the floor and, with a few incisive remarks on levity unbecoming to age, pursued his duties in gloomy silence.

A short time afterwards, however, he had to grapple with his partners work in real earnest. For the first time in his life the genial shipbroker was laid up with a rather serious illness. A chill caught while bathing was going the round of certain unsuspected weak spots, and the patient, who was of an inquiring turn of mind, was taking a greater interest in medical works than his doctor deemed advisable.

Most interesting study, he said, faintly, to Hardy, as the latter sat by his bedside one evening and tried to cheer him in the usual way by telling him that there was nothing the matter with him. There are dozens of different forms of liver complaint alone, and Ive got em all.

Liver isnt much, said his visitor, with the confidence of youth.

Mine is, retorted the invalid; its twice its proper size and still growing. Base of the left lung is solidifying, or Im much mistaken; the heart, instead of waltzing as is suitable to my time of life, is doing a galop, and everything else is as wrong as it can be.

When are you coming back? inquired the other.

Back? repeated Swann. Back? You havent been listening. Im a wreck. All through violating mans primeval instinct by messing about in cold water. What is the news?

Hardy pondered and shook his head. Nugent is going to be married in July, he said, at last.

Hed better have had that trip on the whaler, commented Mr. Swann; but that is not news. Nathan Smith told it me this morning.

Nathan Smith? repeated the other, in surprise.

Ive done him a little service, said the invalid. Got him out of a mess with Garth and Co. Hes been here two or three times, and I must confess I find him a most alluring rascal.

Birds of a feather began Hardy, superciliously.

Dont flatter me, said Swann, putting his hand out of the bed-clothes with a deprecatory gesture.

I am not worthy to sit at his feet. He is the most amusing knave on the coast. He is like a sunbeam in a sick room when you can once get him to talk of his experiences. Have you seen young Nugent lately? Does he seem cheerful?

Yes, but he is not, was the reply.

Well, its natural for the young to marry, said the other, gravely. Murchison will be the next to go, I expect.

Possibly, returned Hardy, with affected calmness.

Blaikie was saying something about it this morning, resumed Swann, regarding him from half-closed lids, but he was punching and tapping me all about the ribs while he was talking, and I didnt catch all he said, but I think its all arranged. Murchison is there nearly every day, I understand; I suppose you meet him there?

Mr. Hardy, whistling softly, rose and walked round the room, uncorking medicine bottles and sniffing at their contents. A smile of unaffected pleasure lit up his features as he removed the stopper from one particularly pungent mixture.
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Two tablespoonfuls three times a day, he read, slowly. When did you have the last, Swann? Shall I ring for the nurse?

The invalid shook his head impatiently. Youre an ungrateful dog, he muttered, or you would tell me how your affair is going. Have you got any chance?

Youre getting light-headed now, said Hardy, calmly. Id better go.

All right, go then, responded the invalid; but if you lose that girl just for the want of a little skilled advice from an expert, youll never forgive yourself  Im serious.

Well, you must be ill then, said the younger man, with anxiety.

Twice, said Mr. Swann, lying on his back and apparently addressing the ceiling, twice I have given this young man invaluable assistance, and each time he has bungled.

Hardy laughed and, the nurse returning to the room, bade him good-bye and departed. After the close atmosphere of the sick room the air was delicious, and he walked along slowly, deep in thought. From Nathan Smith his thoughts wandered to Jack Nugent and his unfortunate engagement, and from that to Kate Nugent. For months he had been revolving impossible schemes in his mind to earn her gratitude, and possibly that of the captain, by extricating Jack. In the latter connection he was also reminded of that unhappy victim of unrequited affection, Edward Silk.

It was early to go indoors, and the house was dull. He turned and retraced his steps, and, his thoughts reverting to his sick partner, smiled as he remembered remarks which that irresponsible person had made at various times concerning the making of his last will and testament. Then he came to a sudden standstill as a wild, forlorn-hope kind of idea suddenly occurred to him. He stood for some time thinking, then walked a little way, and then stopped again as various difficulties presented themselves for solution. Finally, despite the lateness of the hour, he walked back in some excitement to the house he had quitted over half an hour before with the intention of speaking to the invalid concerning a duty peculiarly incumbent upon elderly men of means.

The nurse, who came out of the sick room, gently closing the door after her, demurred a little to this second visit, but, receiving a promise from the visitor not to excite the invalid, left them together. The odour of the abominable physic was upon the air.

Well? said the invalid.

I have been thinking that I was rather uncivil a little while ago, said Hardy.

Ah! said the other. What do you want?

A little of that skilled assistance you were speaking of.

Mr. Swann made an alarming noise in his throat. Hardy sprang forward in alarm, but he motioned him back.

I was only laughing, he explained.

Hardy repressed his annoyance by an effort, and endeavoured, but with scant success, to return the others smile.

Go on, said the shipbroker, presently.

I have thought of a scheme for upsetting Nugents marriage, said Hardy, slowly.

It is just a forlorn hope which depends for its success on you and Nathan Smith.

Hes a friend of Kybirds, said the other, drily.

That is the most important thing of all, rejoined Hardy. That is, next to your shrewdness and tact; everything depends upon you, really, and whether you can fool Smith. It is a great thing in our favour that you have been taking him up lately.

Are you coming to the point or are you not? demanded the shipbroker.

Hardy looked cautiously round the room, and then, drawing his chair close to the bed, leaned over the prostrate man and spoke rapidly into his ear.

What? cried the astounded Mr. Swann, suddenly sitting up in his bed. You  you scoundrel!

Its to be done, said Hardy.

You ghoul! said the invalid, glaring at him. Is that the way to talk to a sick man? You unscrupulous rascal!

Itll be amusement for you, pleaded the other, and if we are successful it will be the best thing in the end for everybody. Think of the good youll do.

Where you get such rascally ideas from, I cant think, mused the invalid. Your father is a straightforward, honest man, and your partners uprightness is the talk of Sunwich.

It doesnt take much to make Sunwich talk, retorted Hardy.

A preposterous suggestion to make to a man of my standing, said the shipbroker, ignoring the remark. If the affair ever leaked out I should never hear the end of it.

It cant leak out, said Hardy, and if it does there is no direct evidence. They will never really know until you die; they can only suspect.

Very well, said the shipbroker, with a half-indulgent, half-humorous glance. Anything to get rid of you. Its a crack-brained scheme, and could only originate with a young man whose affections have weakened his head  I consent.

Bravo! said Hardy and patted him on the back; Mr. Swann referred to the base of his left lung, and he apologized.

Ill have to fix it up with Blaikie, said the invalid, lying down again. Murchison got two of his best patients last week, so that it ought to be easy. And besides, he is fond of innocent amusement.

Im awfully obliged to you, said Hardy.

It might be as well if we pretended to quarrel, said the invalid, reflectively, especially as you are known to be a friend of Nugents. Well have a few words  before my housekeeper if possible, to insure publicity  and then you had better not come again. Send Silk instead with messages.

Hardy thanked him and whispered a caution as a footstep was heard on the landing. The door opened and the nurse, followed by the housekeeper bearing a tray, entered the room.

And I cant be worried about these things, said Swann, in an acrimonious voice, as they entered. If you are not capable of settling a simple question like that yourself, ask the office-boy to instruct you.

Its your work, retorted Hardy, and a nice mess its in.

Hsh! said the nurse, coming forward hastily. You must leave the room, sir. I cant have you exciting my patient.

Hardy bestowed an indignant glance at the invalid.

Get out! said that gentleman, with extraordinary fierceness for one in his weak condition. In future, nurse, I wont have this person admitted to my room.

Yes, yes; certainly, said the nurse. You must go, sir; at once, please.

Im going, said Hardy, almost losing his gravity at the piteous spectacle afforded by the house-keeper as she stood, still holding the tray and staring open-mouthed at the combatants. When youre tired of skulking in bed, perhaps youll come and do your share of the work.

Mr. Swann rose to a sitting position, and his demeanour was so alarming that the nurse, hastening over to him, entreated him to lie down, and waved Hardy peremptorily from the room.

Puppy! said the invalid, with great relish. Blockhead!
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He gazed fixedly at the young man as he departed and then, catching sight in his turn of the housekeepers perplexity, laid himself down and buried his face in the bed-clothes. The nurse crossed over to her assistant and, taking the tray from her, told her in a sharp whisper that if she ever admitted Mr. Hardy again she would not be answerable for the consequences.


CHAPTER XX

Charmed at the ease with which he had demolished the objections of Mr. Adolphus Swann and won that suffering gentleman over to his plans, Hardy began to cast longing glances at Equator Lodge. He reminded himself that the labourer was worthy of his hire, and it seemed moreover an extremely desirable thing that Captain Nugent should know that he was labouring in his vineyard with the full expectation of a bounteous harvest. He resolved to call.

Kate Nugent, who heard the gate swing behind him as he entered the front garden, looked up and stood spellbound at his audacity. As a fairly courageous young person she was naturally an admirer of boldness in others, but this seemed sheer recklessness. Moreover, it was recklessness in which, if she stayed where she was, she would have to bear a part or be guilty of rudeness, of which she felt incapable. She took a third course, and, raising her eyebrows at the unnecessarily loud knocking with which the young man announced his arrival, retreated in good order into the garden, where her father, in a somewhat heated condition, was laboriously planting geraniums. She had barely reached him when Bella, in a state of fearsome glee, came down the garden to tell the captain of his visitor.
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Who? said the latter, sharply, as he straightened his aching back.

Young Mr. Hardy, said Bella, impressively. I showed im in; I didnt ask im to take a chair, but he took one.

Young Hardy to see me! said the captain to his daughter, after Bella had returned to the house. How dare he come to my house? Infernal impudence! I wont see him.

Shall I go in and see him for you? inquired Kate, with affected artlessness.

You stay where you are, miss, said her father. I wont have him speak to you; I wont have him look at you. Ill  

He beat his dirty hands together and strode off towards the house. Jem Hardy rose from his chair as the captain entered the room and, ignoring a look of black inquiry, bade him Good afternoon.

What do you want? asked the captain, gruffly, as he stared him straight in the eye.

I came to see you about your sons marriage, said the other. Are you still desirous of preventing it?

Im sorry youve had the trouble, said the captain, in a voice of suppressed anger; and now may I ask you to get out of my house?

Hardy bowed. I am sorry I have troubled you, he said, calmly, but I have a plan which I think would get your son out of this affair, and, as a business man, I wanted to make something out of it.

The captain eyed him scornfully, but he was glad to see this well-looking, successful son of his old enemy tainted with such sordid views. Instead of turning him out he spoke to him almost fairly.

How much do you want? he inquired.

All things considered, I am asking a good deal, was the reply.

How much? repeated the captain, impatiently.

Hardy hesitated. In exchange for the service I want permission to visit here when I choose, he said, at length; say twice a week.

Words failed the captain; none with which he was acquainted seemed forcible enough for the occasion. He faced his visitor stuttering with rage, and pointed to the door.

Get out of my house, he roared.
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Im sorry to have intruded, said Hardy, as he crossed the room and paused at the door; it is none of my business, of course. I thought that I saw an opportunity of doing your son a good turn  he is a friend of mine  and at the same time paying off old scores against Kybird and Nathan Smith. I thought that on that account it might suit you. Good afternoon.

He walked out into the hall, and reaching the front door fumbled clumsily with the catch. The captain watching his efforts in grim silence began to experience the twin promptings of curiosity and temptation.

What is this wonderful plan of yours? he demanded, with a sneer.

Just at present that must remain a secret, said the other. He came from the door and, unbidden, followed the captain into the room again.

What do you want to visit at my house for? inquired the latter, in a forbidding voice.

To see your daughter, said Hardy.

The captain had a relapse. He had not expected a truthful answer, and, when it came, in the most matter-of-fact tone, it found him quite unprepared. His first idea was to sacrifice his dignity and forcibly eject his visitor, but more sensible thoughts prevailed.

You are quite sure, I suppose, that your visits would be agreeable to my daughter? he said, contemptuously.

Hardy shook his head. I should come ostensibly to see you, he said, cheerfully; to smoke a pipe with you.

Smoke! stuttered the captain, explosively; smoke a pipe with ME?

Why not? said the other. I am offering you my services, and anything that is worth having is worth paying for. I suppose we could both smoke pipes under pleasanter conditions. What have you got against me? It isnt my fault that you and my father have quarrelled.

I dont want anything more to say to you, said the captain, sternly. Ive shown you the door once. Am I to take forcible measures?

Hardy shrugged his broad shoulders. I am sorry, he said, moving to the door again.

So am I, said the other.

Its a pity, said Hardy, regretfully. Its the chance of a lifetime. I had set my heart on fooling Kybird and Smith, and now all my trouble is wasted. Nathan Smith would be all the better for a fall.

The captain hesitated. His visitor seemed to be confident, and he would have given a great deal to prevent his sons marriage and a great deal to repay some portion of his debt to the ingenious Mr. Smith. Moreover, there seemed to be an excellent opportunity of punishing the presumption of his visitor by taking him at his word.

I dont think youd enjoy your smoking here much, he said, curtly.

Ill take my chance of that, said the other. It will only be a matter of a few weeks, and then, if I am unsuccessful, my visits cease.

And if youre successful, am I to have the pleasure of your company for the rest of my life? demanded the captain.

That will be for you to decide, was the reply. Is it a bargain?

The captain looked at him and deliberated. All right. Mondays and Thursdays, he said, laconically.

Hardy saw through the ruse, and countered.

Now Swann is ill I cant always get away when I wish, he said, easily. Ill just drop in when I can. Good day.

He opened the door and, fearful lest the other should alter his mind at the last moment, walked briskly down the path to the gate. The captain stood for some time after his departure deep in thought, and then returned to the garden to be skilfully catechized by Miss Nugent.

And when my young friend comes with his pipe youll be in another room, he concluded, warningly.

Miss Nugent looked up and patted his cheek tenderly. What a talent for organization you have, she remarked, softly. A place for everything and everything in its place. The idea of his taking such a fancy to you!

The captain coughed and eyed her suspiciously. He had been careful not to tell her Hardys reasons for coming, but he had a shrewd idea that his caution was wasted.

Today is Thursday, said Kate, slowly; he will be here to-morrow and Saturday. What shall I wear?

The captain resumed his gardening operations by no means perturbed at the prophecy. Much as he disliked the young man he gave him credit for a certain amount of decency, and his indignation was proportionately great the following evening when Bella announced Mr. Hardy. He made a genial remark about Shylock and a pound of flesh, but finding that it was only an excellent conversational opening, the subject of Shakespeares plays lapsed into silence.

It was an absurd situation, but he was host and Hardy allowed him to see pretty plainly that he was a guest. He answered the latters remarks with a very ill grace, and took covert stock of him as one of a species he had not encountered before. One result of his stock-taking was that he was spared any feeling of surprise when his visitor came the following evening.

Its the thin end of the wedge, said Miss Nugent, who came into the room after Hardy had departed; you dont know him as well as I do.

Eh? said her father, sharply.

I mean that you are not such a judge of character as I am, said Kate; and besides, I have made a special study of young men. The only thing that puzzles me is why you should have such an extraordinary fascination for him.

You talk too much, miss, said the captain, drawing the tobacco jar towards him and slowly filling his pipe.

Miss Nugent sighed, and after striking a match for him took a seat on the arm of his chair and placed her hand on his shoulder. I can quite understand him liking you, she said, slowly.

The captain grunted.

And if he is like other sensible people, continued Miss Nugent, in a coaxing voice, the more he sees of you the more hell like you. I do hope he has not come to take you away from me.
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The indignant captain edged her off the side of his chair; Miss Nugent, quite undisturbed, got on again and sat tapping the floor with her foot. Her arm stole round his neck and she laid her cheek against his head and smiled wickedly.

Nice-looking, isnt he? she said, in a careless voice.

I dont know anything about his looks, growled her father.

Miss Nugent gave a little exclamation of surprise. First thing I noticed, she said, with commendable gravity. Hes very good-looking and very determined. What are you going to give him if he gets poor Jack out of this miserable business?

Give him? said her father, staring.

I met Jack yesterday, said Kate, and I can see that he is as wretched as he can be. He wouldnt say so, of course. If Mr. Hardy is successful you ought to recognize it. I should suggest one of your new photos in an eighteenpenny frame.

She slipped off the chair and quitted the room before her father could think of a suitable retort, and he sat smoking silently until the entrance of Mrs. Kingdom a few minutes later gave him an opportunity of working off a little accumulated gall.

While the junior partner was thus trying to obtain a footing at Equator Lodge the gravest rumours of the senior partners health were prevalent in the town. Nathan Smith, who had been to see him again, ostensibly to thank him for his efforts on his behalf, was of opinion that he was breaking up, and in conversation with Mr. Kybird shook his head over the idea that there would soon be one open-handed gentleman the less in a world which was none too full of them.

Weve all got to go some day, observed Mr. Kybird, philosophically. Ows that cough o yours getting on, Nat?

Mr. Smith met the pleasantry coldly; the ailment referred to was one of some standing and had been a continual source of expense in the way of balsams and other remedies.

Hes worried about is money, he said, referring to Mr. Swann.

Ah, we shant ave that worry, said Mr. Kybird.

Nobody to leave it to, continued Mr. Smith. Seems a bit ard, dont it?

Praps if e ad ad somebody to leave it to e wouldnt ave ad so much to leave, observed Mr. Kybird, sagely; its a rum world.

He shook his head over it and went on with the uncongenial task of marking down wares which had suffered by being exposed outside too long. Mr. Smith, who always took an interest in the welfare of his friends, made suggestions.

I shouldnt put a ticket marked Look at this! on that coat, he said, severely. It oughtnt to be looked at.

Its the best out o three all anging together, said Mr. Kybird, evenly.

And look ere, said Mr. Smith. Look what an out-o-the-way place youve put this ticket. Why not put it higher up on the coat?

Becos the moth-hole aint there, said Mr. Kybird.

Mr. Smith apologized and watched his friend without further criticism.

Gettin ready for the wedding, I spose? he said, presently.

Mr. Kybird assented, and his brow darkened as he spoke of surreptitious raids on his stores made by Mrs. Kybird and daughter.

Their idea of a wedding, he said, bitterly, is to dress up and make a show; my idea is a few real good old pals and plenty of licker.

Youll ave to ave both, observed Nathan Smith, whose knowledge of the sex was pretty accurate.

Mr. Kybird nodded gloomily. Melia and Jack dont seem to ave been itting it off partikler well lately, he said, slowly. Hes getting more uppish than wot e was when e come here first. But I got im to promise that hed settle any money that e might ever get left him on Melia.

Mr. Smiths inscrutable eyes glistened into something as nearly approaching a twinkle as they were capable. Thatll settle the five undred, he said, warmly. Are you goin to send Capn Nugent an invite for the wedding?
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Theyll ave to be asked, o course, said Mr. Kybird, with an attempt at dignity, rendered necessary by a certain lightness in his friends manner. The old woman dont like the Nugent lot, but shell do the proper thing.

O course she will, said Mr. Smith, soothingly. Come over and ave a drink with me, Danl its your turn to stand.


CHAPTER XXI

Gossip from one or two quarters, which reached Captain Nugents ears through the medium of his sister, concerning the preparations for his sons marriage, prevented him from altering his mind with regard to the visits of Jem Hardy and showing that painstaking young man the door. Indeed, the nearness of the approaching nuptials bade fair to eclipse, for the time being, all other grievances, and when Hardy paid his third visit he made a determined but ineffectual attempt to obtain from him some information as to the methods by which he hoped to attain his ends. His failure made him suspicious, and he hinted pretty plainly that he had no guarantee that his visitor was not obtaining admittance under false pretences.

Well, Im not getting much out of it, returned Hardy, frankly.

I wonder you come, said his hospitable host.

I want you to get used to me, said the other.

The captain started and eyed him uneasily; the remark seemed fraught with hidden meaning. And then? he inquired, raising his bushy eyebrows.

Then perhaps I can come oftener.

The captain gave him up. He sank back in his chair and crossing his legs smoked, with his eyes fixed on the ceiling. It was difficult to know what to do with a young man who was apparently destitute of any feelings of shame or embarrassment. He bestowed a puzzled glance in his direction and saw that he was lolling in the chair with an appearance of the greatest ease and enjoyment. Following the direction of his eyes, he saw that he was gazing with much satisfaction at a photograph of Miss Nugent which graced the mantelpiece. With an odd sensation the captain suddenly identified it as one which usually stood on the chest of drawers in his bedroom, and he wondered darkly whether charity or mischief was responsible for its appearance there.

In any case, it disappeared before the occasion of Hardys next visit, and the visitor sat with his eyes unoccupied, endeavouring to make conversation with a host who was if anything more discourteous than usual. It was uphill work, but he persevered, and in fifteen minutes had ranged unchecked from North Pole explorations to poultry farming. It was a relief to both of them when the door opened and Bella ushered in Dr. Murchison.

The captain received the new arrival with marked cordiality, and giving him a chair near his own observed with some interest the curt greeting of the young men. The doctors manner indicated polite surprise at seeing the other there, then he turned to the captain and began to talk to him.

For some time they chatted without interruption, and the captains replies, when Hardy at last made an attempt to make the conversation general, enabled the doctor to see, without much difficulty, that the latter was an unwelcome guest. Charmed with the discovery he followed his hosts lead, and, with a languid air, replied to his rival in monosyllables. The captain watched with quiet satisfaction, and at each rebuff his opinion of Murchison improved. It was gratifying to find that the interloper had met his match.

Hardy sat patient. I am glad to have met you to-night, he said, after a long pause, during which the other two were discussing a former surgical experience of the captains on one of his crew.

Yes? said Murchison.

You are just the man I wanted to see.

Yes? said the doctor, again.

Yes, said the other, nodding. Ive been very busy of late owing to my partners illness, and you are attending several people I want to hear about.

Indeed, said Murchison, with a half-turn towards him.

How is Mrs. Paul? inquired Hardy.

Dead! replied the other, briefly.

Dead! repeated Mr. Hardy. Good Heavens! I didnt know that there was much the matter with her.

There was no hope for her from the first, said Murchison, somewhat sharply. It was merely a question of prolonging her life a little while. She lived longer than I deemed possible. She surprised everybody by her vitality.

Poor thing, said Hardy. How is Joe Banks?

Dead, said Murchison again, biting his lip and eyeing him furiously.

Dear me, said Hardy, shaking his head; I met him not a month ago. He was on his way to see you then.

The poor fellow had been an invalid nearly all his life, said Murchison, to the captain, casually. Aye, I remember him, was the reply.

I am almost afraid to ask you, continued Hardy, but shut up all day I hear so little. How is old Miss Ritherdon?

Murchison reddened with helpless rage; Captain Nugent, gazing at the questioner with something almost approaching respect, waited breathlessly for the invariable answer.

She died three weeks ago; Im surprised that you have not heard of it, said the doctor, pointedly.

Of course she was old, said Hardy, with the air of one advancing extenuating circumstances.

Very old, replied the doctor, who knew that the other was now at the end of his obituary list.

Are there any other of my patients you are anxious to hear about?
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No, thank you, returned Hardy, with some haste.

The doctor turned to his host again, but the charm was broken. His talk was disconnected, owing probably to the fact that he was racking his brain for facts relative to the seamy side of shipbroking. And Hardy, without any encouragement whatever, was interrupting with puerile anecdotes concerning the late lamented Joe Banks. The captain came to the rescue.

The ladies are in the garden, he said to the doctor; perhaps youd like to join them.

He looked coldly over at Hardy as he spoke to see the effect of his words. Their eyes met, and the young man was on his feet as soon as his rival.

Thanks, he said, coolly; it is a trifle close indoors.

Before the dismayed captain could think of any dignified pretext to stay him he was out of the room. The doctor followed and the perturbed captain, left alone, stared blankly at the door and thought of his daughters words concerning the thin end of the wedge.

He was a proud man and loth to show discomfiture, so that it was not until a quarter of an hour later that he followed his guests to the garden. The four people were in couples, the paths favouring that formation, although the doctor, to the detriment of the border, had made two or three determined attempts to march in fours. With a feeling akin to scorn the captain saw that he was walking with Mrs. Kingdom, while some distance in the rear Jem Hardy followed with Kate.

He stood at the back door for a little while watching; Hardy, upright and elate, was listening with profound attention to Miss Nugent; the doctor, sauntering along beside Mrs. Kingdom, was listening with a languid air to an account of her celebrated escape from measles some forty-three years before. As a professional man he would have died rather than have owed his life to the specific she advocated.

Kate Nugent, catching sight of her father, turned, and as he came slowly towards them, linked her arm, in his. Her face was slightly flushed and her eyes sparkled.

I was just coming in to fetch you, she observed; it is so pleasant out here now.

Delightful, said Hardy.

We had to drop behind a little, said Miss Nugent, raising her voice. Aunt and Dr. Murchison will talk about their complaints to each other! They have been exchanging prescriptions.

The captain grunted and eyed her keenly.

I want you to come in and give us a little music, he said, shortly.

Kate nodded. What is your favourite music, Mr. Hardy? she inquired, with a smile.

Unfortunately, Mr. Hardy cant stay, said the captain, in a voice which there was no mistaking.

Hardy pulled out his watch. No; I must be off, he said, with a well-affected start. Thank you for reminding me, Captain Nugent.

I am glad to have been of service, said the other, looking his grimmest.

He acknowledged the young mans farewell with a short nod and, forgetting his sudden desire for music, continued to pace up and down with his daughter.

What have you been saying to that  that fellow? he demanded, turning to her, suddenly.

Miss Nugent reflected. I said it was a fine evening, she replied, at last.

No doubt, said her father. What else?

I think I asked him whether he was fond of gardening, said Miss Nugent, slowly. Yes, Im sure I did.

You had no business to speak to him at all, said the fuming captain.

I dont quite see how I could help doing so, said his daughter. You surely dont expect me to be rude to your visitors? Besides, I feel rather sorry for him.

Sorry? repeated the captain, sharply. What for?

Because he hasnt got a nice, kind, soft-spoken father, said Miss Nugent, squeezing his arm affectionately.

The appearance of the other couple at the head of the path saved the captain the necessity of a retort. They stood in a little knot talking, but Miss Nugent, contrary to her usual habit, said but little. She was holding her fathers arm and gazing absently at the dim fields stretching away beyond the garden.

At the same time Mr. James Hardy, feeling, despite his bold front, somewhat badly snubbed, was sitting on the beach thinking over the situation. After a quarter of an hour in the company of Kate Nugent all else seemed sordid and prosaic; his own conduct in his attempt to save her brother from the consequences of his folly most sordid of all. He wondered, gloomily, what she would think when she heard of it.
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He rose at last and in the pale light of the new moon walked slowly along towards the town. In his present state of mind he wanted to talk about Kate Nugent, and the only person who could be depended upon for doing that was Samson Wilks. It was a never-tiring subject of the stewards, and since his discovery of the state of Hardys feelings in that quarter the slightest allusion was sufficient to let loose a flood of reminiscences.

It was dark by the time Hardy reached the alley, and in most of the houses the lamps were lit behind drawn blinds. The stewards house, however, was in darkness and there was no response when he tapped. He turned the handle of the door and looked in. A dim figure rose with a start from a chair.

I hope you were not asleep? said Hardy.

No, sir, said the steward, in a relieved voice. I thought it was somebody else.

He placed a chair for his visitor and, having lit the lamp, slowly lowered the blind and took a seat opposite.

Ive been sitting in the dark to make a certain party think I was out, he said, slowly. She keeps making a excuse about Teddy to come over and see me. Last night e talked about making a ole in the water to celebrate Melia Kybirds wedding, and she came over and sat in that chair and cried as if er art would break. After shed gone Teddy comes over, fierce as a eagle, and wants to know wot Ive been saying to is mother to make er cry. Between the two of em I ave a nice life of it.

He is still faithful to Miss Kybird, then? said Hardy, with a sudden sense of relief.

Faithful? said Mr. Wilks. Faithful aint no word for it. Hes a sticker, thats wot e is, and its my misfortune that is mother takes after im. I ave to go out afore breakfast and stay out till late at night, and even then like as not she catches me on the doorstep.

Well, perhaps she will make a hole in the water, suggested Hardy.

Mr. Wilks smiled, but almost instantly became grave again. Shes not that sort, he said, bitterly, and went into the kitchen to draw some beer.

He drank his in a manner which betokened that the occupation afforded him no enjoyment, and, full of his own troubles, was in no mood to discuss anything else. He gave a short biography of Mrs. Silk which would have furnished abundant material for half-a-dozen libel actions, and alluding to the demise of the late Mr. Silk, spoke of it as though it were the supreme act of artfulness in a somewhat adventurous career.

Hardy walked home with a mind more at ease than it had been at any time since his overtures to Mr. Swann. The only scruple that had troubled him was now removed, and in place of it he felt that he was acting the part of a guardian angel to Mr. Edward Silk.


CHAPTER XXII

Mr. Nathan Smith, usually one of the most matter-of-fact men in the world, came out of Mr. Swanns house in a semi-dazed condition, and for some time after the front door had closed behind him stood gaping on the narrow pavement.

He looked up and down the quiet little street and shook his head sadly. It was a street of staid and substantial old houses; houses which had mellowed and blackened with age, but whose quaint windows and chance-opened doors afforded glimpses of comfort attesting to the prosperity of those within. In the usual way Mr. Nathan Smith was of too philosophical a temperament to experience the pangs of envy, but to-day these things affected him, and he experienced a strange feeling of discontent with his lot in life.

Some people ave all the luck, he muttered, and walked slowly down the road.
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He continued his reflections as he walked through the somewhat squalid streets of his own quarter. The afternoon was wet and the houses looked dingier than usual; dirty, inconvenient little places most of them, with a few cheap gimcracks making a brave show as near the window as possible. Mr. Smith observed them with newly opened eyes, and, for perhaps the first time in his life, thought of the draw-backs and struggles of the poor.

In his own untidy little den at the back of the house he sat for some time deep in thought over the events of the afternoon. He had been permitted a peep at wealth; at wealth, too, which was changing hands, but was not coming his way. He lit his pipe and, producing a bottle of rum from a cupboard, helped himself liberally. The potent fluid softened him somewhat, and a half-formed intention to keep the news from Mr. Kybird melted away beneath its benign influence.

After all, weve been pals for pretty near thirty years, said Mr. Smith to himself.

He took another draught. Thirty years is a long time, he mused.

He finished the glass. And if e dont give me something out of it Ill do im as much arm as I can, he continued; and, buttoning up his coat, he rose and set out in the direction of the High Street.

The rain had ceased and the sun was making faint efforts to break through watery clouds. Things seemed brighter, and Mr. Smiths heart beat in response. He was going to play the part of a benefactor to Mr. Kybird; to offer him access, at any rate, to such wealth as he had never dreamed of. He paused at the shop window, and, observing through a gap in the merchandise that Mr. Kybird was be-hind the counter, walked in and saluted him.

Ive got news for you, he said, slowly; big news.

Oh, said Mr. Kybird, with indifference.

Big news, repeated Mr. Smith, sinking thoughtlessly into the broken cane-chair and slowly extricating himself. Something thatll make your eyes start out of your ed.

The small black eyes in question were turned shrewdly in his direction. Ive ad news of you afore, Nat, remarked Mr. Kybird, with simple severity.

The philanthropist was chilled; he fixed his eyes in a stony stare on the opposite wall. Mr. Kybird, who had ever a wholesome dread of falling a victim to his friends cuteness, regarded him with some uncertainty, and reminded him of one or two pieces of information which had seriously depleted his till.

Banns up yet for the wedding? inquired Mr. Smith, still gazing in front of him with fathomless eyes.

Theyll be put up next week, said Mr. Kybird.

Ah! said his friend, with great emphasis. Well, well!

Wot dye mean by well, well? demanded the other, with some heat.

I was ony thinking, replied Mr. Smith, mildly. Praps its all for the best, and Id better old my tongue. True love is better than money. After all it aint my bisness, and I shouldnt get much out of it.

Out of wot, Nat? inquired Mr. Kybird, uneasily.

Mr. Smith, still gazing musingly before him, appeared not to hear the question. Nice after the rain, aint it? he said, slowly.

Its all right, said the other, shortly.

Everything smells so fresh and sweet, continued his nature-loving friend; all the little dickey-birds was a-singing as if their little arts would break as I come along.

I dont wonder at it, said the offended Mr. Kybird.

And the banns go up next week, murmured the boarding-master to himself. Well, well.

Ave you got anything to say agin it? demanded Mr. Kybird.

Certnly not, replied the other. Ony dont blame me when its too late; thats all.

Mr. Kybird, staring at him wrathfully, turned this dark saying over in his mind. Too late for wot? he inquired.

Ah! said Nathan Smith, slowly. Nice and fresh after the rain, aint it? As I come along all the little dickey-birds

Drat the little dickey-birds, interrupted Mr. Kybird, with sudden violence. If youve got anything to say, why dont you say it like a man?
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The parlour door opened suddenly before the other could reply, and revealed the face of Mrs. Kybird. Wot are you two a-quarrelling about? she demanded. Why dont you come inside and sit down for a bit?

Mr. Smith accepted the invitation, and following her into the room found Miss Kybird busy stitching in the midst of a bewildering assortment of brown paper patterns and pieces of cloth. Mrs. Kybird gave him a chair, and, having overheard a portion of his conversation with her husband, made one or two casual inquiries.

Ive been spending a hour or two at Mr. Swanns, said Mr. Smith.

And ow is e? inquired his hostess, with an appearance of amiable interest.

The boarding-master shook his head. Es slipping is cable, he said, slowly. Es been making is will, and I was one o the witnesses.

Something in Mr. Smiths manner as he uttered this simple statement made his listeners anxious to hear more. Mr. Kybird, who had just entered the room and was standing with his back to the door holding the handle, regarded him expectantly.

Its been worrying im some time, pursued Mr. Smith. E asnt got nobody belonging to im, and for a long time e couldnt think ow to leave it. Wot with ouse property and other things its a matter of over ten thousand pounds.

Good eavens! said Mr. Kybird, who felt that he was expected to say something.

Dr. Blaikie was the other witness, continued Mr. Smith, disregarding the interruption; and Mr. Swann made us both promise to keep it a dead secret till es gone, but out o friendship to you I thought Id step round and let you know.

The emphasis on the words was unmistakable; Mrs. Kybird dropped her work and sat staring at him, while her husband wriggled with excitement.

E aint left it to me, I spose? he said, with a feeble attempt at jocularity.

Not a brass farden, replied his friend, cheerfully. Not to none of you. Why should e?

He aint left it to Jack, I spose? said Miss Kybird, who had suspended her work to listen.

No, my dear, replied the boarding-master. Es made is will all ship-shape and proper, and es left everything  all that ouse property and other things, amounting to over ten thousand pounds  to a young man becos e was jilt  crossed in love a few months ago, and becos es been a good and faithful servant to im for years.

Dont tell me, said Mr. Kybird, desperately; dont tell me that es been and left all that money to young Teddy Silk.

Well, I wont if you dont want me to, said the accommodating Mr. Smith, but, mind, its a dead secret.

Mr. Kybird wiped his brow, and red patches, due to excitement, lent a little variety to an otherwise commonplace face; Mrs. Kybirds dazed inquiry. Wot are we a-coming to? fell on deaf ears; while Miss Kybird, leaning forward with lips parted, fixed her eyes intently on Mr. Smiths face.

Its a pity e didnt leave it to young Nugent, said that gentleman, noting with much pleasure the effect of his announcement, but e cant stand in: at no price; e told me so imself. I spose young Teddyll be quite the gentleman now, and ell be able to marry who e likes.

Mr. Kybird thrust his handkerchief into his tail-pocket, and all the father awoke within him. Ho, will e? he said, with fierce sarcasm. Ho, indeed! And wot about my daughter? I ave eard of such things as breach o promise. Before Mr. Teddy gets married es got to ave a few words with me.

Es behaved very bad, said Mrs. Kybird, nodding.

E come ere night after night, said Mr. Kybird, working himself up into a fury; e walked out with my gal for months and months, and then e takes imself off as if we wasnt good enough forim.

The suppers es ad ere you wouldnt believe, said Mrs. Kybird, addressing the visitor.

Takes imself off, repeated her husband; takes imself off as if we was dirt beneath is feet, and never been back to give a explanation from that day to this.

Im not easy surprised, said Mrs. Kybird, I never was from a gal, but I must say Teddys been a surprise to me. If anybody ad told me ed ha behaved like that I wouldnt ha believed it; I couldnt. Ive never said much about it, becos my pride wouldnt let me. We all ave our faults, and mine is pride.

I shall bring a breach o promise action agin im for five thousand pounds, said Mr. Kybird, with decision.

Talk sense, said Nathan Smith, shortly.

Sense! cried Mr. Kybird. Is my gal to be played fast and loose with like that? Is my gal to be pitched over when e likes? Is my gal

Wots the good o talking like that to me? said the indignant Mr. Smith. The best thing you can do is to get er married to Teddy at once, afore e knows of is luck.

And whenll that be? inquired his friend, in a calmer voice.

Any time, said the boarding-master, shrugging his shoulders. The old gentleman might go out to-night, or again e might live on for a week or more. E was so weak e couldnt ardly sign is name.

I ope e as signed it all right, said Mr. Kybird, starting.

Safe as ouses, said his friend.

Well, why not wait till Teddy as got the money? suggested Mrs. Kybird, with a knowing shake of her head.

Becos, said Mr. Smith, in a grating voice, be-cos for one thing ed be a rich man then and could ave is pick. Teddy Silk on a pound or thereabouts a week and Teddy Silk with ten thousand pounds ud be two different people. Besides that ed think she was marrying im for is money.

If e thought that, said Mrs. Kybird, firmly, Id never forgive im.

My advice to you, said Nathan Smith, shaking his forefinger impressively, is to get em married on the quiet and as soon as possible. Once theyre tied up Teddy cant elp imself.

Why on the quiet? demanded Mr. Kybird, sharply.

The boarding-master uttered an impatient exclamation. Becos if Mr. Swann got to ear of it hed guess Id been blabbing, for one thing, he said, sharply, and for another, e left it to im partly to make up for is disappointment  hed been disappointed imself in is younger days, so e told me.

Suppose e managed to get enough strength to alter is will?

Mr. Kybird shivered. It takes time to get married, though, he objected.

Yes, said Mr. Smith, ironically, it does. Get round young Teddy, and then put the banns up. Take your time about it, and be sure and let Mr. Swann know. Dye think e wouldnt understand wot it meant, and spoil it, to say nothing of Teddy seeing through it?

Well, wots to be done, then? inquired the staring Mr. Kybird.

Send em up to London and ave em married by special license, said Mr. Smith, speaking rapidly to-morrow, if possible; if not, the day after. Go and pitch a tale to Teddy to-night, and make im understand its to be done on the strict q.t.

Special licenses cost money, said Mr. Kybird. I ave eard its a matter o thirty pounds or thereabouts.

Mr. Nathan Smith rose, and his eyes were almost expressive. He nodded good-night to the ladies and crossed to the door. Mrs. Kybird suddenly seized him by the coat and held him.
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Dont be in a urry, Nat, she pleaded. We aint all as clever as you are.

Talk about looking a gift-orse in the mouth began the indignant Mr. Smith.

Sit down, urged Mr. Kybird. You cant expect us to be as quick in seeing things as wot you are.

He pushed his partly mollified friend into his chair again, and taking a seat next him began to view the affair with enthusiasm. Melia shall turn young Nugent off to-night, he said, firmly.

Thats right, said the other; go and do a few more silly things like that and we shall be appy. If youd got a ead instead of wot you ave got, you wouldnt talk of giving the show away like that. Nobody must know or guess about anything until young Teddy is married to Melia and got the money.

It seems something like deceitfulness, said Miss Kybird, who had been listening to the plans for her future with admirable composure.

Its for Teddys own sake, said Nathan Smith. Everybody knows es half crazy after you.

I dont know that I dont like im best, even without the money, said Miss Kybird, calmly. Nobody could ave been more attentive than im. I believe that ed marry me if e ad a hundred thousand, but it looks better your way.

Better all round, said Nathan Smith, with at approving nod. Now, Danl, op round to Teddy and whistle im back, and mind es to keep it a dead secret on account o trouble with young Nugent. Dye twig?

The admiring Mr. Kybird said that he was a wonder, and, in the discussion on ways and means which followed, sat listening with growing respect to the managing abilities both of his friend and his wife. Difficulties were only mentioned for the purpose of being satisfactorily solved, and he noticed with keen appreciation that the prospect of a ten thousand pound son-in-law was already adding to that ladys dignity. She sniffed haughtily as she spoke of that Nugent lot; and the manner in which she promised Mr. Smith that he should not lose by his services would have graced a duchess.

I didnt expect to lose by it, said the boarding-master, pointedly. Come over and ave a glass at the Chequers, Dan, and then you can go along and see Teddy.


CHAPTER XXIII

The summer evening was well advanced when Mr. Kybird and his old friend parted. The former gentleman was in almost a sentimental mood, and the boarding-master, satisfied that his pupil was in a particularly appropriate frame of mind for the object of his visit, renewed his instructions about binding Mr. Silk to secrecy, and departed on business of his own.
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Mr. Kybird walked slowly towards Fullalove Alley with his head sunk in meditation. He was anxious to find Mr. Silk alone, as otherwise the difficulty of his errand would be considerably increased, Mrs. Silks intelligence being by no means obscured by any ungovernable affection for the Kybird family. If she was at home she would have to invent some pretext for luring Teddy into the privacy of the open air.

The lamp was lit in the front room by the time he reached the house, and the shadows of geraniums which had won through several winters formed a straggling pattern on the holland blind. Mr. Kybird, first making an unsuccessful attempt to peep round the edges of this decoration, tapped gently on the door, and in response to a command to Come in, turned the handle and looked into the room. To his relief, he saw that Mr. Silk was alone.

Good evening, Teddy, he said, with a genial smile, as he entered slowly and closed the door behind him. I ope I see you well?

Im quite well, returned Mr. Silk, gazing at him with unconcealed surprise.

Im glad to ear it, said Mr. Kybird, in a somewhat reproachful voice, for your sake; for every-bodys sake, though, praps, I did expect to find you looking a little bit down. Ah! its the wimmen that ave the arts after all.

Mr. Silk coughed. What dye mean? he inquired, somewhat puzzled.

I came to see you, Teddy, on a very delikit business, said Mr. Kybird, taking a seat and gazing diffidently at his hat as he swung it between his hands; though, as man to man, Im ony doing of my dooty. But if you dont want to ear wot Ive got to say, say so, and Danl Kybirdll darken your door no more.

How can I know whether I want to ear it or not when I dont know wot it is? said Mr. Silk, judiciously.

Mr. Kybird sat biting his thumb-nail, then he looked up suddenly. Melia, he said, with an outburst of desperate frankness, Melia is crying er eyes out.

Mr. Silk, with a smothered exclamation, started up from his chair and regarded him eagerly.

If she knew Id been ere, pursued Mr. Kybird, shed I dont know wot she wouldnt do. Thats er pride; but Ive got my pride too; the pride of a fathers art.

What  whats she crying about? inquired Mr. Silk, in an unsteady voice.

Shes been looking poorly for some time, continued the veracious Mr. Kybird, and crying. When I tell you that part o the wedding-dress wot she was making ad to be taken away from er because o the tears she dropped on it, you may ave some idea of wot things are like. Shes never forgot you, Teddy, and it was ony your quick temper that day that made er take on with young Nugent. Shes got a temper, too, but she give er love once, and, being my daughter, she couldnt give it agin.

He stole a glance at his listener. Mr. Silk, very pale and upright, was standing on the hearthrug, shaking all over with nervous excitement. Twice he tried to speak and failed.

Thats ow it is, Teddy, sighed Mr. Kybird, rising as though to depart. Ive done my dooty. It was a ard thing to do, but Ive done it.

Do you mean, said Mr. Silk, recovering his voice at last, do you mean that Amelia would marry me after all?

Do I mean? repeated Mr. Kybird, naturally indignant that his very plain speaking should be deemed capable of any misconstruction. Am I speaking to a stock or a stone, Teddy?

Mr. Silk took a deep breath, and buttoned up his coat, as though preparing to meet Mr. Nugent there and then in deadly encounter for the person of Miss Kybird. The colour was back in his cheeks by this time, and his eyes were unusually bright. He took a step towards Mr. Kybird and, pressing his hand warmly, pushed him back into his seat again.

Theres er pride to consider, Teddy, said the latter gentleman, with the whisper of a conspirator.

She cant stand being talked about all over the town and pointed at.

Let me see anybody a-pointing at er, said the truculent Mr. Silk; let me see em, thats all.

Thats the way to talk, Teddy, said Mr. Kybird, gazing at him with admiration.

Talk! said the heroic Mr. Silk. Ill do more than talk. He clenched his fists and paced boldly up and down the hearthrug.

You leave things to me, said Mr. Kybird, with a confidential wink. Ill see that its all right. All I ask of you is to keep it a dead secret; even your mother mustnt know.

Ill be as secret as the grave, said the overjoyed Mr. Silk.

Theres lots o things to be taken into consideration, said Mr. Kybird, truthfully; it might be as well for you to be married immediate.

Immediate? said the astonished Mr. Silk.

She asnt got the nerve to send young Nugent about is business, explained Mr. Kybird; she feels sorry for im, pore fellow; but es got a loving and affectionate art, and she cant bear im making love to er. You can understand what it is, cant you?

I can imagine it, said Mr. Silk, gloomily, and he flushed crimson as the possibilities suggested by the remark occurred to him.

Ive been thinking it over for some time, resumed Mr. Kybird; twisting it and turning it all ways, and the only thing I can see for it is for you to be married on the strict q.t. Of course, if you dont like

Like! repeated the transported Mr. Silk.

Ill go and be married now, if you like.

Mr. Kybird shook his head at such haste, and then softening a little observed that it did him credit. He proceeded to improve the occasion by anecdotes of his own courting some thirty years before, and was in the middle of a thrilling account of the manner in which he had bearded the whose of his future wifes family, when a quick step outside, which paused at the door, brought him to a sudden halt.

Mother, announced Mr. Silk, in a whisper.

Mr. Kybird nodded, and the heroic appearance of visage which had accompanied his tale gave way to an expression of some uneasiness. He coughed behind his hand, and sat gazing before him as Mrs. Silk entered the room and gave vent to an exclamation of astonishment as she saw the visitor. She gazed sharply from him to her son. Mr. Kybirds expression was now normal, but despite his utmost efforts Mr. Silk could not entirely banish the smile which trembled on his lips.

Me and Teddy, said Mr. Kybird, turning to her with a little bob, which served him for a bow, ave just been having a little talk about old times.

He was just passing, said Mr. Silk.

Just passing, and thought Id look in, said Mr. Kybird, with a careless little laugh; the door was open a bit.

Wide open, corroborated Mr. Silk.

So I just came in to say Ow dye do? said Mr. Kybird.

Mrs. Silks sharp, white face turned from one to the other. Ave you said it? she inquired, blandly.

I ave, said Mr. Kybird, restraining Mr. Silks evident intention of hot speech by a warning glance; and now Ill just toddle off ome.

Ill go a bit o the way with you, said Edward Silk. I feel as if a bit of a walk would do me good.

Left alone, the astonished Mrs. Silk took the visitors vacated chair and, with wrinkled brow, sat putting two and two together until the sum got beyond her powers of calculation. Mr. Kybirds affability and Teddys cheerfulness were alike incomprehensible. She mended a hole in her pocket and darned a pair of socks, and at last, anxious for advice, or at least a confidant, resolved to see Mr. Wilks.

She opened the door and looked across the alley, and saw with some satisfaction that his blind was illuminated. She closed the door behind her sharply, and then stood gasping on the doorstep. So simultaneous were the two happenings that it actually appeared as though the closing of the door had blown Mr. Wilkss lamp out. It was a night of surprises, but after a moments hesitation she stepped over and tried his door. It was fast, and there was no answer to her knuckling. She knocked louder and listened. A door slammed violently at the back of the house, a distant clatter of what sounded like saucepans came from beyond, and above it all a tremulous but harsh voice bellowed industriously through an interminable chant. By the time the third verse was reached Mr. Wilkss neighbours on both sides were beating madly upon their walls and blood-curdling threats strained through the plaster.

She stayed no longer, but regaining her own door sat down again to await the return of her son. Mr. Silk was long in coming, and she tried in vain to occupy herself with various small jobs as she speculated in vain on the meaning of the events of the night. She got up and stood by the open door, and as she waited the clock in the church-tower, which rose over the roofs hard by, slowly boomed out the hour of eleven. As the echoes of the last stroke died away the figure of Mr. Silk turned into the alley.

You must ave ad quite a nice walk, said his mother, as she drew back into the room and noted the brightness of his eye.

Yes, was the reply.

I spose es been and asked you to the wedding? said the sarcastic Mrs. Silk.

Her son started and, turning his back on her, wound up the clock. Yes, e has, he said, with a, sly grin.

Mrs. Silks eyes snapped. Well, of all the impudence, she said, breathlessly.

Well, e has, said her son, hugging himself over the joke. And, whats more, Im going.

He composed his face sufficiently to bid her good-night, and, turning a deaf ear to her remonstrances and inquiries, took up a candle and were off whistling.
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CHAPTER XXIV

The idea in the mind of Mr. James Hardy when he concocted his infamous plot was that Jack Nugent would be summarily dismissed on some pretext by Miss Kybird, and that steps would at once be taken by her family to publish her banns together with those of Mr. Silk. In thinking thus he had made no allowance for the workings and fears of such a capable mind as Nathan Smiths, and as days passed and nothing happened he became a prey to despair.

He watched Mr. Silk keenly, but that gentleman went about his work in his usual quiet and gloomy fashion, and, after a days leave for the purpose of arranging the affairs of a sick aunt in Camberwell, came back only a little less gloomy than before. It was also clear that Mr. Swanns complaisance was nearly at an end, and a letter, couched in vigorous, not to say regrettable, terms for a moribund man, expressed such a desire for fresh air and exercise that Hardy was prepared to see him at any moment.

It was the more unfortunate as he thought that he had of late detected a slight softening in Captain Nugents manner towards him. On two occasions the captain, who was out when he called, had made no comment to find upon his return that the visitor was being entertained by his daughter, going so far, indeed, as to permit the conversation to gain vastly in interest by that young person remaining in the room. In face of this improvement he thought with dismay of having to confess failure in a scheme which apart from success was inexcusable.

The captain had also unbent in another direction, and Mr. Wilks, to his great satisfaction, was allowed to renew his visits to Equator Lodge and assist his old master in the garden. Here at least the steward was safe from the designs of Mrs. Silk and the innuendoes of Fullalove Alley.

It was at this time, too, that the widow stood in most need of his advice, the behaviour of Edward Silk being of a nature to cause misgivings in any mothers heart. A strange restlessness possessed him, varied with occasional outbursts of hilarity and good nature. Dark hints emanated from him at these times concerning a surprise in store for her at no distant date, hints which were at once explained away in a most unsatisfactory manner when she became too pressing in her inquiries. He haunted the High Street, and when the suspicious Mrs. Silk spoke of Amelia he only laughed and waxed humorous over such unlikely subjects as broken hearts and broken vows.

It was a week after Mr. Kybirds visit to the alley that he went, as usual, for a stroll up and down the High Street. The evening was deepening, and some of the shops had already lit up, as Mr. Silk, with his face against the window-pane, tried in vain to penetrate the obscurity of Mr. Kybirds shop. He could just make out a dim figure behind the counter, which he believed to be Amelia, when a match was struck and a gas jet threw a sudden light in the shop and revealed Mr. Jack Nugent standing behind the counter with his hand on the ladys shoulder.
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One glance was sufficient. The next moment there was a sharp cry from Miss Kybird and a bewildered stare from Nugent as something, only comparable to a human cracker, bounced into the shop and commenced to explode before them.

Take your and off, raved Mr. Silk. Leave er alone. Ow dare you? Dye hear me? Melia, I wont ave it! I wont ave it!

Dont be silly, Teddy, remonstrated Mr. Nugent, following up Miss Kybird, as she edged away from him.

Leave er alone, dye ear? yelled Mr. Silk, thumping the counter with his small fist. Shes my wife!

Teddys mad, said Mr. Nugent, calmly, stark, staring, raving mad. Poor Teddy.

He shook his head sadly, and had just begun to recommend a few remedies when the parlour door opened and the figure of Mr. Kybird, with his wife standing close behind him, appeared in the doorway.

Whos making all this noise? demanded the former, looking from one to the other.

I am, said Mr. Silk, fiercely. Its no use your winking at me; Im not going to ave any more of this nonsense. Melia, you go and get your at on and come straight off ome with me.

Mr. Kybird gave a warning cough. Go easy, Teddy, he murmured.

And dont you cough at me, said the irritated Mr. Silk, because it wont do no good.

Mr. Kybird subsided. He was not going to quarrel with a son-in-law who might at any moment be worth ten thousand pounds.

Isnt he mad? inquired the amazed Mr. Nugent.

Certnly not, replied Mr. Kybird, moving aside to let his daughter pass; no madder than you are. Wot dye mean, mad?

Mr. Nugent looked round in perplexity. Do you mean to tell me that Teddy and Amelia are married? he said, in a voice trembling with eagerness.

I do, said Mr. Kybird. It seems theyve been fond of one another all along, and they went up all unbeknown last Friday and got a license and got married.

And if I see you putting your and on er shoulder agin said Mr. Silk, with alarming vagueness.

But suppose she asks me to? said the delighted Mr. Nugent, with much gravity.
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Look ere, we dont want none o your non-sense, broke in the irate Mrs. Kybird, pushing her way past her husband and confronting the speaker.

Ive been deceived, said Mr. Nugent in a thrilling voice; youve all been deceiving me. Kybird, I blush for you (that will save you a lot of trouble). Teddy, I wouldnt have believed it of you. I cant stay here; my heart is broken.

Well we dont want you to, retorted the aggressive Mrs. Kybird. You can take yourself off as soon as ever you like. You cant be too quick to please me.

Mr. Nugent bowed and walked past the counter. And not even a bit of wedding-cake for me, he said, shaking a reproachful head at the heated Mr. Silk. Why, Id put you down first on my list.

He paused at the door, and after a brief intimation that he would send for his effects on the following day, provided that his broken heart had not proved fatal in the meantime, waved his hand to the company and departed. Mr. Kybird followed him to the door as though to see him off the premises, and gazing after the receding figure swelled with indignation as he noticed that he favoured a mode of progression which was something between a walk and a hornpipe.

Mr. Nugent had not been in such spirits since his return to Sunwich, and, hardly able to believe in his good fortune, he walked on in a state of growing excitement until he was clear of the town. Then he stopped to consider his next move, and after a little deliberation resolved to pay a visit to Jem Hardy and acquaint him with the joyful tidings.

That gentleman, however, was out, and Mr. Nugent, somewhat irritated at such thoughtlessness, stood in the road wondering where to go next. It was absolutely impossible for him to sleep that night without telling the good news to somebody, and after some thought he selected Mr. Wilks. It was true that relations had been somewhat strained between them since the latters attempt at crimping him, but he was never one to bear malice, and to-night he was full of the kindliest thoughts to all mankind.

He burst into Mr. Wilkss front room suddenly and then pulled up short. The steward, with a pitiable look of anxiety on his pallid features, was leaning awkwardly against the mantelpiece, and opposite him Mrs. Silk sat in an easy-chair, dissolved in tears.

Busy, Sam? inquired Mr. Nugent, who had heard of the stewards difficulties from Hardy.

No, sir, said Mr. Wilks, hastily; sit down, sir.

He pushed forward a chair and, almost pulling his visitor into it, stood over him attentively and took his hat.

Are you quite sure Im not interrupting you? inquired the thoughtful Mr. Nugent.

Certain sure, sir, said Mr. Wilks, eagerly. I was just aving a bit of a chat with my neighbour, Mrs. Silk, ere, thats all.

The lady in question removed her handkerchief from her eyes and gazed at him with reproachful tenderness. Mr. Wilks plunged hastily into conversation.

She came over ere to tell me a bit o news, he said, eyeing the young man doubtfully. It seems that Teddy  

Mr. Nugent fetched a mighty sigh and shook his head; Mrs. Silk gazed at him earnestly.

Life is full of surprises, sir, she remarked.

And sadness, added Mr. Nugent. I hope that they will be happy.

It struck me all of a eap, said Mrs. Silk, rolling her handkerchief into a ball and placing it in her lap. I was doing a bit of ironing when in walks Teddy with Amelia Kybird, and says they was married last Friday. I was that shaken I didnt know what I did or what I said. Then I came over as soon as I could, because I thought Mr. Wilks ought to know about it.

Mr. Wilks cleared his throat and turned an agonized eye on Mr. Nugent. He would have liked to have asked why Mrs. Silk should think it necessary to inform him, but the fear of precipitating a crisis stayed his tongue.

What Im to do, I dont know, continued Mrs. Silk, feebly. You cant ave two queens in one ouse, so to speak.

But she was walking out with Teddy long ago, urged Mr. Wilks. Its no worse now than then.

But I wouldnt be married by license, said Mrs. Silk, deftly ignoring the remark. If I cant be asked in church in the proper way I wont be married at all.

Quite right, said Mr. Nugent; theres something so sudden about a license, he added, with feeling.

Me and Mr. Wilks was talking about marriage only the other day, pursued Mrs. Silk, with a bashfulness which set every nerve in the stewards body quivering, and we both agreed that banns was the proper way.

You was talking about it, corrected Mr. Wilks, in a hoarse voice. You brought up the subject and I agreed with you  not that it matters to me ow people get married. Thats their affair. Banns or license, its all one to me.

I wont be married by license, said Mrs. Silk, with sudden petulance; leastways, Id rather not be, she added, softening.

Mr. Wilks took his handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose violently. Mrs. Silks methods of attack left him little opportunity for the plain speaking which was necessary to dispel illusions. He turned a watery, appealing eye on to Mr. Nugent, and saw to his surprise that that gentleman was winking at him with great significance and persistence. It would have needed a heart of stone to have been unaffected by such misery, and to-night Mr. Nugent, thankful for his own escape, was in a singularly merciful mood.

All this sounds as though you are going to be married, he said, turning to Mrs. Silk with a polite smile.

The widow simpered and looked down, thereby affording Mr. Nugent an opportunity of another signal to the perturbed steward, who sat with such a look of anxiety on his face lest he should miss his cue that the young mans composure was tried to the utmost.

Its been a understood thing for a long time, she said, slowly, but I couldnt leave my son while e was single and nobody to look after im. A good mother makes a good wife, so they say. A woman cant always ave er own way in everything, and if its not to be by banns, then by license it must be, I suppose.

Well, hell be a fortunate man, whoever he is, said Mr. Nugent, with another warning glance at Mr. Wilks; and I only hope that hell make a better husband than you do, Sam, he added, in a low but severe voice.

Mrs. Silk gave a violent start. Better husband than e does? she cried, sharply. Mr. Wilks aint married.

Mr. Nugents baseless charge took the steward all aback. He stiffened in his chair, a picture of consternation, and guilt appeared stamped on every feature; but he had the presence of mind to look to Mr. Nugents eye for guidance and sufficient strength of character to accept this last bid for liberty.

Thats my business, sir, he quavered, in offended tones.

But you aint married? screamed Mrs. Silk.

Never mind, said Nugent, pacifically. Perhaps I ought not to have mentioned it; its a sore subject with Sam. And I daresay there were faults on both sides. Werent there, Sam?

Yes, sir, said Mr. Wilks, in a voice which he strove hard to make distinct; especially ers.

You  you never told me you were married, said Mrs. Silk, breathlessly.

I never said I wasnt, retorted the culprit, defiantly. If people liked to think I was a single man, I dont care; its got nothing to do with them. Besides, she lives at Stepney, and I dont ear from er once in six months; she dont interfere with me and I dont interfere with her.

Mrs. Silk got up from her chair and stood confronting him with her hand grasping the back of it. Her cold eyes gleamed and her face worked with spite as she tried in vain to catch his eye. Of Mr. Nugent and his ingenuous surprise at her behaviour she took no notice at all.

Youre a deceiver, she gasped; youve been behaving like a single man and everybody thought you was a single man.
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I hope you havent been paying attentions to anybody, Sam, said Mr. Nugent in a shocked voice.

A-ah, said Mrs. Silk, shivering with anger. Ask im; the deceiving villain. Ask anybody, and see what theyll tell you. Oh, you wicked man, I wonder you can look me in the face!

Truth to tell, Mr. Wilks was looking in any direction but hers. His eyes met Nugents, but there was a look of such stern disdain on that gentlemans face that he was fain to look away again.

Was it a friend of yours? inquired the artless Mr. Nugent.

Never mind, said Mrs. Silk, recovering herself. Never mind who it was. You wait till I go and tell Teddy, she continued, turning to the trembling Mr. Wilks. If es got the art of a man in im youll see.

With this dire threat, and turning occasionally to bestow another fierce glance upon the steward, she walked to the door and, opening it to its full extent, closed it behind her with a crash and darted across the alley to her own house. The two men gazed at each other without speaking, and then Mr. Wilks, stepping over to the door, turned the key in the lock.

Youre not afraid of Teddy? said the staring Nugent.

Teddy! said Mr. Wilks, snapping his huge fingers. Im not afraid o fifty Teddies; but she might come back with im. If it adnt ha been for you, sir, I dont know wot wouldnt ave happened.

Go and draw some beer and get me a clean pipe, said Nugent, dropping into a chair. Weve both been mercifully preserved, Sam, and the best thing we can do is to drink to our noble selves and be more careful for the future.

Mr. Wilks obeyed, and again thanking him warmly for his invaluable services sat down to compile a few facts about his newly acquired wife, warranted to stand the severest cross-examination which might be brought to bear upon them, a task interspersed with malicious reminiscences of Mrs. Silks attacks on his liberty. He also insisted on giving up his bed to Nugent for the night.

I suppose, he said later on, as Mr. Nugent, after a faint objection or two, took his candle I suppose this yarn about my being married will get about?

I suppose so, said Nugent, yawning, as he paused with his foot on the stair. What about it?

Nothing, said Mr. Wilks, in a somewhat dissatisfied voice. Nothing.

What about it? repeated Mr. Nugent, sternly.

Nothing, sir, said Mr. Wilks, with an insufferable simper. Nothing, only itll make things a little hit slow for me, thats all.

Mr. Nugent eyed him for a space in speechless amazement, and then, with a few strong remarks on ingratitude and senile vanity, mounted the winding little stairs and went to bed.


CHAPTER XXV

The day after Mr. Silks sudden and unexpected assertion of his marital rights Mr. Kybird stood in the doorway of his shop, basking in the sun. The High Street was in a state of post-prandial repose, and there was no likelihood of a customer to interfere with his confidential chat with Mr. Nathan Smith, who was listening with an aspect of great severity to his explanations.

It ought not to ave happened, he said, sharply. It was Teddy done it, said Mr. Kybird, humbly.
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Mr. Smith shrugged his shoulders. It wouldnt ave happened if Id been there, he observed, arrogantly.

I dont see ow began Mr. Kybird.

No, o course you dont, said his friend. Still, its no use making a fuss now. The thing is done. One thing is, I dont suppose itll make any diff  

Difference, suggested Mr. Kybird, after waiting for him to finish.

Difference, said Mr. Smith, with an obvious effort. His face had lost its scornful expression and given way to one almost sheepish in its mildness. Mr. Kybird, staring at him in some surprise, even thought that he detected a faint shade of pink.

We aint all as clever as wot you are, Nat, he said, somewhat taken aback at this phenomenon. It wouldnt do.

Mr. Smith made a strange noise in his throat and turned on him sharply. Mr. Kybird, still staring in surprise at his unwonted behaviour, drew back a little, and then his lips parted and his eyes grew round as he saw the cause of his friends concern. An elderly gentleman with a neatly trimmed white beard and a yellow rose in his button-hole was just passing on the other side of the road. His tread was elastic, his figure as upright as a boys, and he swung a light cane in his hand as he walked. As Mr. Kybird gazed he bestowed a brisk nod upon the bewildered Mr. Smith, and crossed the road with the evident intention of speaking to him.

How do, Smith? he said, in a kindly voice.

The boarding-master leaned against the shop-window and regarded him dumbly. There was a twinkle in the shipbrokers eyes which irritated him almost beyond endurance, and in the doorway Mr. Kybird  his face mottled with the intensity of his emotions  stood an unwelcome and frantic witness of his shame.

Youre not well, Smith? said Mr. Swann, shaking his head at him gently. You look like a man who has been doing too much brain-work lately. Youve been getting the better of some-body, I know.

Mr. Smith gasped and, eyeing him wickedly, strove hard to recover his self-possession.

Im all right, sir, he said, in a thin voice. Im glad to see youre looking a trifle better, sir.

Oh, Im quite right, now, said the other, with a genial smile at the fermenting Mr. Kybird. Im as well as ever I was. Illness is a serious thing, Smith, but it is not without its little amusements.

Mr. Smith, scratching his smooth-shaven chin and staring blankly in front of him, said that he was glad to hear it.

Ive had a long bout of it, continued the ship-broker, longer than I intended at first. By the way, Smith, youve never spoken to anybody of that business, of course?

Of course not, sir, said the boarding-master, grinding his teeth.

One has fancies when one is ill, said Mr. Swann, in low tones, as his eye dwelt with pleasure on the strained features of Mr. Kybird. I burnt the document five minutes after you had gone.

Did you, reely? said Mr. Smith, mechanically.

Im glad it was only you and the doctor that saw my foolishness, continued the other, still in a low voice. Other people might have talked, but I knew that you were a reliable man, Smith. And you wont talk about it in the future, Im quite certain of that. Good afternoon.

Mr. Smith managed to say, Good afternoon, and stood watching the receding figure as though it belonged to a species hitherto unknown to him. Then he turned, in obedience to a passionate tug at his coat sleeve from Mr. Kybird.

Wot ave you got to say for yourself? demanded that injured person, in tones of suppressed passion. Wot do you mean by it? Youve made a pretty mess of it with your cleverness.

Wonderful old gentleman, aint he? said the discomfited Mr. Smith. Fancy im getting the better o me. Fancy me being ad. I took it all in as innercent as you please.

Ah, youre a clever fellow, you are, said Mr. Kybird, bitterly. Eres Amelia lost young Nugent and is five undred all through you. Its a got-up thing between old Swann and the Nugent lot, thats wot it is.

Looks like it, admitted Mr. Smith; but fancy is picking me out for is games. Thats wot gets over me.

Wot about all that money I paid for the license? demanded Mr. Kybird, in a threatening manner. Wot are you going to do about it?

You shall ave it, said the boarding-master, with sudden blandness, and Melia shall ave er five undred.

Ow? inquired the other, staring.

Its as easy as easy, said Mr. Smith, who had been greatly galled by his friends manner. Ill leave it in my will. Thats the cheapest way o giving money I know of. And while Im about it Ill leave you a decent pair o trousers and a shirt with your own name on it.

While an ancient friendship was thus being dissolved, Mr. Adolphus Swann was on the way to his office. He could never remember such a pleasant air from the water and such a vivid enjoyment in the sight of the workaday world. He gazed with delight at the crowd of miscellaneous shipping in the harbour and the bustling figures on the quay, only pausing occasionally to answer anxious inquiries concerning his health from seafaring men in tarry trousers, who had waylaid him with great pains from a distance.

He reached his office at last, and, having acknowledged the respectful greetings of Mr. Silk, passed into the private room, and celebrated his return to work by at once arranging with his partner for a substantial rise in the wages of that useful individual.

My conscience is troubling me, he declared, as he hung up his hat and gazed round the room with much relish.

Silk is happy enough, said Hardy. It is the best thing that could have happened to him.

I should like to raise everybodys wages, said the benevolent Mr. Swann, as he seated himself at his desk. Everything is like a holiday to me after being cooped up in that bedroom; but the rest has done me a lot of good, so Blaikie says. And now what is going to happen to you?
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Hardy shook his head.

Strike while the iron is hot, said the ship-broker. Go and see Captain Nugent before he has got used to the situation. And you can give him to understand, if you like (only be careful how you do it), that I have got something in view which may suit his son. If you fail in this affair after all Ive done for you, Ill enter the lists myself.

The advice was good, but unnecessary, Mr. Hardy having already fixed on that evening as a suitable opportunity to disclose to the captain the nature of the efforts he had been making on his behalf. The success which had attended them had put him into a highly optimistic mood, and he set off for Equator Lodge with the confident feeling that he had, to say the least of it, improved his footing there.

Captain Nugent, called away from his labours in the garden, greeted his visitor in his customary short manner as he entered the room. If youve come to tell me about this marriage, Ive heard of it, he said, bluntly. Murchison told me this afternoon.

He didnt tell you how it was brought about, I suppose? said Hardy.

The captain shook his head. I didnt ask him, he said, with affected indifference, and sat gazing out at the window as Hardy began his narration. Two or three times he thought he saw signs of appreciation in his listeners face, but the mouth under the heavy moustache was firm and the eyes steady. Only when he related Swanns interview with Nathan Smith and Kybird did the captains features relax. He gave a chuckling cough and, feeling for his handkerchief, blew his nose violently. Then, with a strange gleam in his eye, he turned to the young man opposite.

Very smart, he said, shortly.

It was successful, said the other, modestly.

Very, said the captain, as he rose and confronted him. I am much obliged, of course, for the trouble you have taken in the affairs of my family. And now I will remind you of our agreement.

Agreement? repeated the other.

The captain nodded. Your visits to me were to cease when this marriage happened, if I wished it, he said, slowly.

That was the arrangement, said the dumb-founded Hardy, but I had hoped  . Besides, it has all taken place much sooner than I had anticipated.

That was the bargain, said the captain, stiffly. And now Ill bid you good-day.

I am sorry that my presence should be so distasteful to you, said the mortified Hardy.

Distasteful, sir? said the captain, sternly. You have forced yourself on me for twice a week for some time past. You have insisted upon talking on every subject under the sun, whether I liked it or not. You have taken every opportunity of evading my wishes that you should not see my daughter, and you wonder that I object to you. For absolute brazenness you beat anything I have ever encountered.

I am sorry, said Hardy, again.

Good evening, said the captain

Good evening.

Crestfallen and angry Hardy moved to the door, pausing with his hand on it as the captain spoke again.

One word more, said the older man, gazing at him oddly as he stroked his grey beard; if ever you try to come bothering me with your talk again Ill forbid you the house.

Forbid me the house? repeated the astonished Hardy.

Thats what I said, replied the other; thats plain English, isnt it?

Hardy looked at him in bewilderment; then, as the captains meaning dawned upon him, he stepped forward impulsively and, seizing his hand, began to stammer out incoherent thanks.

Youd better clear before I alter my mind, said Captain Nugent, roughly. Ive had more than enough of you. Try the garden, if you like.

He took up a paper from the table and resumed his seat, not without a grim smile at the promptitude with which the other obeyed his instructions.

Miss Nugent, reclining in a deck-chair at the bottom of the garden, looked up as she heard Hardys footstep on the gravel. It was a surprising thing to see him walking down the garden; it was still more surprising to observe the brightness of his eye and the easy confidence of his bearing. It was evident that he was highly pleased with himself, and she was not satisfied until she had ascertained the reason. Then she sat silent, reflecting bitterly on the clumsy frankness of the male sex in general and fathers in particular. A recent conversation with the captain, in which she had put in a casual word or two in Hardys favour, was suddenly invested with a new significance.

I shall never be able to repay your father for his kindness, said Hardy, meaningly, as he took a chair near her.

I expect he was pleased at this marriage, said Miss Nugent, coldly. How did it happen?

Mr. Hardy shifted uneasily in his chair. There isnt much to tell, he said, reluctantly; and you  you might not approve of the means by which the end was gained.

Still, I want to hear about it, said Miss Nugent.

For the second time that evening Hardy told his story. It seemed more discreditable each time he told it, and he scanned the girls face anxiously as he proceeded, but, like her father, she sat still and made no comment until he had finished. Then she expressed a strong feeling of gratitude that the Nugent family had not been mixed up in it.

Why? inquired Hardy, bluntly.

I dont think it was a very nice thing to do, said Miss Nugent, with a superior air.

It wouldnt have been a very nice thing for you if your brother had married Miss Kybird, said the indignant Jem. And you said, if you remember, that you didnt mind what I did.

I dont, said Miss Nugent, noticing with pleasure that the confident air of a few minutes ago had quite disappeared.

You think I have been behaving badly? pursued Hardy.

I would rather not say what I think, replied Miss Nugent, loftily. I have no doubt you meant well, and I should be sorry to hurt your feelings.

Thank you, said Hardy, and sat gloomily gazing about him. For some time neither of them spoke.

Where is Jack now? inquired the girl, at last. He is staying with me for a few days, said Hardy. I sincerely hope that the association will not be injurious to him.

Are you trying to be rude to me? inquired Miss Nugent, raising her clear eyes to his.

I am sorry, said Hardy, hastily. You are quite right, of course. It was not a nice thing to do, but I would do a thousand times worse to please you.

Miss Nugent thanked him warmly; he seemed to understand her so well, she said.

I mean, said Hardy, leaning forward and speaking with a vehemence which made the girl instinctively avert her head I mean that to please you would be the greatest happiness I could know. I love you.

Miss Nugent sat silent, and a strong sense of the monstrous unfairness of such a sudden attack possessed her. Such a declaration she felt ought to have been led up to by numerous delicate gradations of speech, each a little more daring than the last, but none so daring that they could not have been checked at any time by the exercise of a little firmness.

If you would do anything to please me, she said at length in a low voice, and without turning her head, would you promise never to try and see me or speak to me again if I asked you?

No, said Hardy, promptly.

Miss Nugent sat silent again. She knew that a good woman should be sorry for a man in such extremity, and should endeavour to spare his feelings by softening her refusal as much as possible, little as he might deserve such consideration. But man is impatient and jumps at conclusions. Before she was half-way through the first sentence he leaned forward and took her hand.

Oh, good-bye, she said, turning to him, with a pleasant smile.

I am not going, said Hardy, quietly; I am never going, he added, as he took her other hand.

Captain Nugent, anxious for his supper, found them there still debating the point some two hours later. Kate Nugent, relieved at the appearance of her natural protector, clung to him with unusual warmth. Then, in a kindly, hospitable fashion, she placed her other arm in that of Hardy, and they walked in grave silence to the house.
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THE END


DIALSTONE LANE
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This novel was published in 1904. It is in a similar vein to the authors previous novels, in the sense that it is a romantic comedy populated by nautical characters and their families. This time the story turns on a retired sea captain, who comes to stay at an English country town. His exaggerated tales of high-sea adventure are taken a little too seriously by local inhabitants, however  particularly one yarn concerning a treasure map…

Dialstone Lane was a favourite of Mark Twain, who recommends the novel in his Autobiography.
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CHAPTER I

Mr. Edward Tredgold sat in the private office of Tredgold and Son, land and estate agents, gazing through the prim wire blinds at the peaceful High Street of Binchester. Tredgold senior, who believed in work for the young, had left early. Tredgold junior, glad at an opportunity of sharing his fathers views, had passed most of the work on to a clerk who had arrived in the world exactly three weeks after himself.

Binchester gets duller and duller, said Mr. Tredgold to himself, wearily. Two skittish octogenarians, one gloomy baby, one gloomier nursemaid, and three dogs in the last five minutes. If it wasnt for the dogs  Halloa!

He put down his pen and, rising, looked over the top of the blind at a girl who was glancing from side to side of the road as though in search of an address.

A visitor, continued Mr. Tredgold, critically. Girls like that only visit Binchester, and then take the first train back, never to return.

The girl turned at that moment and, encountering the forehead and eyes, gazed at them until they sank slowly behind the protection of the blind.

Shes coming here, said Mr. Tredgold, watching through the wire. Wants to see our time-table, I expect.

He sat down at the table again, and taking up his pen took some papers from a pigeon-hole and eyed them with severe thoughtfulness.

A lady to see you, sir, said a clerk, opening the door.

Mr. Tredgold rose and placed a chair.

I have called for the key of the cottage in Dialstone Lane, said the girl, still standing. My uncle, Captain Bowers, has not arrived yet, and I am told that you are the landlord.

Mr. Tredgold bowed. The next train is due at six, he observed, with a glance at the time-table hanging on the wall; I expect hell come by that. He was here on Monday seeing the last of the furniture in. Are you Miss Drewitt?

Yes, said the girl. If youll kindly give me the key, I can go in and wait for him.

Mr. Tredgold took it from a drawer. If you will allow me, I will go down with you, he said, slowly; the lock is rather awkward for anybody who doesnt understand it.

The girl murmured something about not troubling him.

Its no trouble, said Mr. Tredgold, taking up his hat. It is our duty to do all we can for the comfort of our tenants. That lock

He held the door open and followed her into the street, pointing out various objects of interest as they went along.

Im afraid youll find Binchester very quiet, he remarked.

I like quiet, said his companion.

Mr. Tredgold glanced at her shrewdly, and, pausing only at the jubilee horse-trough to point out beauties which might easily escape any but a trained observation, walked on in silence until they reached their destination.

Except in the matter of window-blinds, Dialstone Lane had not changed for generations, and Mr. Tredgold noted with pleasure the interest of his companion as she gazed at the crumbling roofs, the red-brick doorsteps, and the tiny lattice windows of the cottages. At the last house, a cottage larger than the rest, one side of which bordered the old churchyard, Mr. Tredgold paused and, inserting his key in the lock, turned it with thoughtless ease.

The lock seems all right; I need not have bothered you, said Miss Drewitt, regarding him gravely.

Ah, it seems easy, said Mr. Tredgold, shaking his head, but it wants knack.

The girl closed the door smartly, and, turning the key, opened it again without any difficulty. To satisfy herself  on more points than one  she repeated the performance.

Youve got the knack, said Mr. Tredgold, meeting her gaze with great calmness. Its extraordinary what a lot of character there is in locks; they let some people open them without any trouble, while others may fumble at them till theyre tired.

The girl pushed the door open and stood just inside the room.

Thank you, she said, and gave him a little bow of dismissal.

A vein of obstinacy in Mr. Tredgolds disposition, which its owner mistook for firmness, asserted itself. It was plain that the girl had estimated his services at their true value and was quite willing to apprise him of the fact. He tried the lock again, and with more bitterness than the occasion seemed to warrant said that somebody had been oiling it.

I promised Captain Bowers to come in this afternoon and see that a few odd things had been done, he added. May I come in now?

The girl withdrew into the room, and, seating herself in a large arm-chair by the fireplace, watched his inspection of door-knobs and window-fastenings with an air of grave amusement, which he found somewhat trying.

Captain Bowers had the walls panelled and these lockers made to make the room look as much like a ships cabin as possible, he said, pausing in his labours. He was quite pleased to find the staircase opening out of the room  he calls it the companion-ladder. And he calls the kitchen the pantry, which led to a lot of confusion with the workmen. Did he tell you of the crows-nest in the garden?

No, said the girl.

Its a fine piece of work, said Mr. Tredgold.

He opened the door leading into the kitchen and stepped out into the garden. Miss Drewitt, after a moments hesitation, followed, and after one delighted glance at the trim old garden gazed curiously at a mast with a barrel fixed near the top, which stood at the end.

Theres a fine view from up there, said Mr. Tredgold. With the captains glass one can see the sea distinctly. I spent nearly all last Friday afternoon up there, keeping an eye on things. Do you like the garden? Do you think these old creepers ought to be torn down from the house?

Certainly not, said Miss Drewitt, with emphasis.

Just what I said, remarked Mr. Tredgold.

Captain Bowers wanted to have them pulled down, but I dissuaded him. I advised him to consult you first.

I dont suppose he really intended to, said the girl.

He did, said the other, grimly; said they were untidy. How do you like the way the house is furnished?

The girl gazed at him for a few moments before replying. I like it very much, she said, coldly.

Thats right, said Mr. Tredgold, with an air of relief. You see, I advised the captain what to buy. I went with him to Tollminster and helped him choose. Your room gave me the most anxiety, I think.

My room? said the girl, starting.

Its a dream in the best shades of pink and green, said Mr. Tredgold, modestly. Pink on the walls, and carpets and hangings green; three or four bits of old furniture  the captain objected, but I stood firm; and for pictures I had two or three little things out of an art journal framed.

Is furnishing part of your business? inquired the girl, eyeing him in bewilderment.

Business? said the other. Oh, no. I did it for amusement. I chose and the captain paid. It was a delightful experience. The sordid question of price was waived; for once expense was nothing to me. I wish youd just step up to your room and see how you like it. Its the one over the kitchen.

Miss Drewitt hesitated, and then curiosity, combined with a cheerful idea of probably being able to disapprove of the lauded decorations, took her indoors and upstairs. In a few minutes she came down again.

I suppose its all right, she said, ungraciously, but I dont understand why you should have selected it.

I had to, said Mr. Tredgold, confidentially. I happened to go to Tollminster the same day as the captain and went into a shop with him. If you could only see the things he wanted to buy, you would understand.

The girl was silent.

The paper the captain selected for your room, continued Mr. Tredgold, severely, was decorated with branches of an unknown flowering shrub, on the top twig of which a humming-bird sat eating a dragonfly. A rough calculation showed me that every time you opened your eyes in the morning you would see fifty-seven humming-birds-all made in the same pattern-eating fifty-seven ditto dragon-flies. The captain said it was cheerful.

I have no doubt that my uncles selection would have satisfied me, said Miss Drewitt, coldly.

The curtains he fancied were red, with small yellow tigers crouching all over them, pursued Mr. Tredgold. The captain seemed fond of animals.

I think that you were rather  venturesome, said the girl. Suppose that I had not liked the things you selected?

Mr. Tredgold deliberated. I felt sure that you would like them, he said, at last. It was a hard struggle not to keep some of the things for myself. Ive had my eye on those two Chippendale chairs for years. They belonged to an old woman in Mint Street, but she always refused to part with them. I shouldnt have got them, only one of them let her down the other day.

Let her down? repeated Miss Drewitt, sharply. Do you mean one of the chairs in my bedroom?

Mr. Tredgold nodded. Gave her rather a nasty fall, he said. I struck while the iron was hot, and went and made her an offer while she was still laid up from the effects of it. Its the one standing against the wall; the others all right, with proper care.

Miss Drewitt, after a somewhat long interval, thanked him.

You must have been very useful to my uncle, she said, slowly. I feel sure that he would never have bought chairs like those of his own accord.

He has been at sea all his life, said Mr. Tredgold, in extenuation. You havent seen him for a long time, have you?

Ten years, was the reply.

He is delightful company, said Mr. Tredgold. His life has been one long series of adventures in every quarter of the globe. His stock of yarns is like the widows cruse. And here he comes, he added, as a dilapidated fly drew up at the house and an elderly man, with a red, weatherbeaten face, partly hidden in a cloud of grey beard, stepped out and stood in the doorway, regarding the girl with something almost akin to embarrassment.

Its not  not Prudence? he said at length, holding out his hand and staring at her.
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Yes, uncle, said the girl.

They shook hands, and Captain Bowers, reaching up for a cage containing a parrot, which had been noisily entreating the cabman for a kiss all the way from the station, handed that flustered person his fare and entered the house again.

Glad to see you, my lad, he said, shaking hands with Mr. Tredgold and glancing covertly at his niece. I hope you havent been waiting long, he added, turning to the latter.

No, said Miss Drewitt, regarding him with a puzzled air.

I missed the train, said the captain. We must try and manage better next time. I  I hope youll be comfortable.

Thank you, said the girl.

You  you are very like your poor mother, said the captain.

I hope so, said Prudence.

She stole up to the captain and, after a moments hesitation, kissed his cheek. The next moment she was caught up and crushed in the arms of a powerful and affectionate bear.

Blest if I hardly knew how to take you at first, said the captain, his red face shining with gratification. Little girls are one thing, but when they grow up into  he held her away and looked at her proudly into handsome and dignified-looking young women, a man doesnt quite know where he is. He took her in his arms again and, kissing her forehead, winked delightedly in the direction of Mr. Tredgold, who was affecting to look out of the window.

My manll be in soon, he said, releasing the girl, and then well see about some tea. He met me at the station and I sent him straight off for things to eat.

Your man? said Miss Drewitt.

Yes; I thought a man would be easier to manage than a girl, said the captain, knowingly. You can be freer with em in the matter of language, and then theres no followers or anything of that kind. I got him to sign articles ship-shape and proper. Mr. Tredgold recommended him.

No, no, said that gentleman, hastily.

I asked you before he signed on with me, said the captain, pointing a stumpy forefinger at him. I made a point of it, and you told me that you had never heard anything against him.

I dont call that a recommendation, said Mr. Tredgold.

Its good enough in these days, retorted the captain, gloomily. A man that has got a character like that is hard to find.

He might be artful and keep his faults to himself, suggested Tredgold.

So long as he does that, its all right, said Captain Bowers. I cant find fault if theres no faults to find fault with. The best steward I ever had, I found out afterwards, had escaped from gaol. He never wanted to go ashore, and when the ship was in port almost lived in his pantry.

I never heard of Tasker having been in gaol, said Mr. Tredgold. Anyhow, Im certain that he never broke out of one; hes far too stupid.

As he paid this tribute the young man referred to entered laden with parcels, and, gazing awkwardly at the company, passed through the room on tiptoe and began to busy himself in the pantry. Mr. Tredgold, refusing the captains invitation to stay for a cup of tea, took his departure.

Very nice youngster that, said the captain, looking after him. A little bit light-hearted in his ways, perhaps, but none the worse for that.

He sat down and looked round at his possessions. The first real home Ive had for nearly fifty years, he said, with great content. I hope youll be as happy here as I intend to be. It shant be my fault if youre not.

Mr. Tredgold walked home deep in thought, and by the time he had arrived there had come to the conclusion that if Miss Drewitt favoured her mother, that lady must have been singularly unlike Captain Bowers in features.


CHAPTER II

In less than a week Captain Bowers had settled down comfortably in his new command. A set of rules and regulations by which Mr. Joseph Tasker was to order his life was framed and hung in the pantry. He studied it with care, and, anxious that there should be no possible chance of a misunderstanding, questioned the spelling in three instances. The captains explanation that he had spelt those words in the American style was an untruthful reflection upon a great and friendly nation.

Dialstone Lane was at first disposed to look askance at Mr. Tasker. Old-fashioned matrons clustered round to watch him cleaning the doorstep, and, surprised at its whiteness, withdrew discomfited. Rumour had it that he liked work, and scandal said that he had wept because he was not allowed to do the washing.
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The captain attributed this satisfactory condition of affairs to the rules and regulations, though a slight indiscretion on the part of Mr. Tasker, necessitating the unframing of the document to add to the latter, caused him a little annoyance.

The first intimation he had of it was a loud knocking at the front door as he sat dozing one afternoon in his easy-chair. In response to his startled cry of Come in! the door opened and a small man, in a state of considerable agitation, burst into the room and confronted him.

My name is Chalk, he said, breathlessly.

A friend of Mr. Tredgolds? said the captain. Ive heard of you, sir.

The visitor paid no heed.

My wife wishes to know whether she has got to dress in the dark every afternoon for the rest of her life, he said, in fierce but trembling tones.

Got to dress in the dark? repeated the astonished captain.

With the blind down, explained the other.

Captain Bowers looked him up and down. He saw a man of about fifty nervously fingering the little bits of fluffy red whisker which grew at the sides of his face, and trying to still the agitation of his tremulous mouth.

How would you like it yourself? demanded the visitor, whose manner was gradually becoming milder and milder. How would you like a telescope a yard long pointing

He broke off abruptly as the captain, with a smothered oath, dashed out of his chair into the garden and stood shaking his fist at the crows-nest at the bottom.

Joseph! he bawled.

Yes, sir, said Mr. Tasker, removing the telescope described by Mr. Chalk from his eye, and leaning over.

What are you doing with that spy-glass? demanded his master, beckoning to the visitor, who had drawn near. How dare you stare in at peoples windows?

I wasnt, sir, replied Mr. Tasker, in an injured voice. I wouldnt think o such a thing  I couldnt, not if I tried.

Youd got it pointed straight at my bedroom window, cried Mr. Chalk, as he accompanied the captain down the garden. And it aint the first time.

I wasnt, sir, said the steward, addressing his master. I was watching the martins under the eaves.

Youd got it pointed at my window, persisted the visitor.

Thats where the nests are, said Mr. Tasker, but I wasnt looking in at the window. Besides, I noticed you always pulled the blind down when you saw me looking, so I thought it didnt matter.

We cant do anything without being followed about by that telescope, said Mr. Chalk, turning to the captain. My wife had our house built where it is on purpose, so that we shouldnt be overlooked. We didnt bargain for a thing like that sprouting up in a back-garden.

Im very sorry, said the captain. I wish youd told me of it before. If I catch you up there again, he cried, shaking his fist at Mr. Tasker, youll remember it. Come down!

Mr. Tasker, placing the glass under his arm, came slowly and reluctantly down the ratlines.

I wasnt looking in at the window, Mr. Chalk, he said, earnestly. I was watching the birds. O course, I couldnt help seeing in a bit, but I always shifted the spy-glass at once if there was anything that I thought I oughtnt

Thatll do, broke in the captain, hastily. Go in and get the tea ready. If I so much as see you looking at that glass again we part, my lad, mind that.

I dont suppose he meant any harm, said the mollified Mr. Chalk, after the crestfallen Joseph had gone into the house. I hope I havent been and said too much, but my wife insisted on me coming round and speaking about it.

You did quite right, said the captain, and I thank you for coming. I told him he might go up there occasionally, but I particularly warned him against giving any annoyance to the neighbours.

I suppose, said Mr. Chalk, gazing at the erection with interest I suppose theres a good view from up there? Its like having a ship in the garden, and it seems to remind you of the North Pole, and whales, and Northern Lights.

Five minutes later Mr. Tasker, peering through the pantry window, was surprised to see Mr. Chalk ascending with infinite caution to the crows-nest. His high hat was jammed firmly over his brows and the telescope was gripped tightly under his right arm. The journey was evidently regarded as one of extreme peril by the climber; but he held on gallantly and, arrived at the top, turned a tremulous telescope on to the horizon.

Mr. Tasker took a deep breath and resumed his labours. He set the table, and when the water boiled made the tea, and went down the garden to announce the fact. Mr. Chalk was still up aloft, and even at that height the pallor of his face was clearly discernible. It was evident to the couple below that the terrors of the descent were too much for him, but that he was too proud to say so.

Nice view up there, called the captain.

B  b  beautiful, cried Mr. Chalk, with an attempt at enthusiasm.

The captain paced up and down impatiently; his tea was getting cold, but the forlorn figure aloft made no sign. The captain waited a little longer, and then, laying hold of the shrouds, slowly mounted until his head was above the platform.

Shall I take the glass for you? he inquired.

Mr. Chalk, clutching the edge of the cask, leaned over and handed it down.

My  my foots gone to sleep, he stammered.

Ho! Well, you must be careful how you get down, said the captain, climbing on to the platform. Now, gently.

He put the telescope back into the cask, and, beckoning Mr. Tasker to ascend, took Mr. Chalk in a firm grasp and lowered him until he was able to reach Mr. Taskers face with his foot. After that the descent was easy, and Mr. Chalk, reaching ground once more, spent two or three minutes in slapping and rubing, and other remedies prescribed for sleepy feet.
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Theres few gentlemen that would have come down at all with their foot asleep, remarked Mr. Tasker, pocketing a shilling, when the captains back was turned.

Mr. Chalk, still pale and shaking somewhat, smiled feebly and followed the captain into the house. The latter offered a cup of tea, which the visitor, after a faint protest, accepted, and taking a seat at the table gazed in undisguised admiration at the nautical appearance of the room.

I could fancy myself aboard ship, he declared.

Are you fond of the sea? inquired the captain.

I love it, said Mr. Chalk, fervently. It was always my idea from a boy to go to sea, but somehow I didnt. I went into my fathers business instead, but I never liked it. Some people are fond of a stay-at-home life, but I always had a hankering after adventures.

The captain shook his head. Ha! he said, impressively.

Youve had a few in your time, said Mr. Chalk, looking at him, grudgingly; Edward Tredgold was telling me so.

Man and boy, I was at sea forty-nine years, remarked the captain. Naturally things happened in that time; it would have been odd if they hadnt. Its all in a lifetime.

Some lifetimes, said Mr. Chalk, gloomily. Im fifty-one next year, and the only thing I ever had happen to me was seeing a man stop a runaway horse and cart.

He shook his head solemnly over his monotonous career, and, gazing at a war-club from Samoa which hung over the fireplace, put a few leading questions to the captain concerning the manner in which it came into his possession. When Prudence came in half an hour later he was still sitting there, listening with rapt attention to his hosts tales of distant seas.

It was the first of many visits. Sometimes he brought Mr. Tredgold and sometimes Mr. Tredgold brought him. The terrors of the crows-nest vanished before his persevering attacks, and perched there with the captains glass he swept the landscape with the air of an explorer surveying a strange and hostile country.

It was a fitting prelude to the captains tales afterwards, and Mr. Chalk, with the stem of his long pipe withdrawn from his open mouth, would sit enthralled as his host narrated picturesque incidents of hairbreadth escapes, or, drawing his chair to the table, made rough maps for his listeners clearer understanding. Sometimes the captain took him to palm-studded islands in the Southern Seas; sometimes to the ancient worlds of China and Japan. He became an expert in nautical terms. He walked in knots, and even ordered a new carpet in fathoms  after the shop-keeper had demonstrated, by means of his little boys arithmetic book, the difference between that measurement and a furlong.
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Ill have a voyage before Im much older, he remarked one afternoon, as he sat in the captains sitting-room. Since I retired from business time hangs very heavy sometimes. Ive got a fancy for a small yacht, but I suppose I couldnt go a long voyage in a small one?

Smaller the better, said Edward Tredgold, who was sitting by the window watching Miss Drewitt sewing.

Mr. Chalk took his pipe from his mouth and eyed him inquiringly.

Less to lose, explained Mr. Tredgold, with a scarcely perceptible glance at the captain. Look at the dangers youd be dragging your craft into, Chalk; there would be no satisfying you with a quiet cruise in the Mediterranean.

I shouldnt run into unnecessary danger, said Mr. Chalk, seriously. Im a married man, and theres my wife to think of. What would become of her if anything happened to me?

Why, youve got plenty of money to leave, havent you? inquired Mr. Tredgold.

I was thinking of her losing me, replied Mr. Chalk, with a touch of acerbity.

Oh, I didnt think of that, said the other. Yes, to be sure.

Captain Bowers was telling me the other day of a woman who wore widows weeds for thirty-five years, said Mr. Chalk, impressively. And all the time her husband was married again and got a big family in Australia. Theres nothing in the world so faithful as a womans heart.

Well, if youre lost on a cruise, I shall know where to look for you, said Mr. Tredgold. But I dont think the captain ought to put such ideas into your head.

Mr. Chalk looked bewildered. Then he scratched his left whisker with the stem of his churchwarden pipe and looked severely over at Mr. Tredgold.

I dont think you ought to talk that way before ladies, he said, primly. Of course, I know youre only in joke, but theres some people cant see jokes as quick as others and they might get a wrong idea of you.

What part did you think of going to for your cruise? interposed Captain Bowers.

Theres nothing settled yet, said Mr. Chalk; its just an idea, thats all. I was talking to your father the other day, he added, turning to Mr. Tredgold; just sounding him, so to speak.

You take him, said that dutiful son, briskly. It would do him a world of good; me, too.

He said he couldnt afford either the time or the money, said Mr. Chalk. The thing to do would be to combine business with pleasure  to take a yacht and find a sunken galleon loaded with gold pieces. Ive heard of such things being done.

Ive heard of it, said the captain, nodding.

Bottom of the ocean must be paved with them in places, said Mr. Tredgold, rising, and following Miss Drewitt, who had gone into the garden to plant seeds.

Mr. Chalk refilled his pipe and, accepting a match from the captain, smoked slowly. His gaze was fixed on the window, but instead of Dialstone Lane he saw tumbling blue seas and islets far away.

Thats something youve never come across, I suppose, Captain Bowers? he remarked at last.

No, said the other.

Mr. Chalk, with a vain attempt to conceal his disappointment, smoked on for some time in silence. The blue seas disappeared, and he saw instead the brass knocker of the house opposite.

Nor any other kind of craft with treasure aboard, I suppose? he suggested, at last.

The captain put his hands on his knees and stared at the floor. No, he said, slowly, I cant call to mind any craft; but its odd that you should have got on this subject with me.

Mr. Chalk laid his pipe carefully on the table.

Why? he inquired.

Well, said the captain, with a short laugh, it is odd, thats all.

Mr. Chalk fidgeted with the stem of his pipe. You know of sunken treasure somewhere? he said, eagerly.

The captain smiled and shook his head; the other watched him narrowly.

You know of some treasure? he said, with conviction.

Not what you could call sunken, said the captain, driven to bay.

Mr. Chalks pale-blue eyes opened to their fullest extent. Ingots? he queried.

The other shook his head. Its a secret, he remarked; we wont talk about it.

Yes, of course, naturally, I dont expect you to tell me where it is, said Mr. Chalk, but I thought it might be interesting to hear about, thats all.

Its buried, said the captain, after a long pause. I dont know that theres any harm in telling you that; buried in a small island in the South Pacific.

Have you seen it? inquired Mr. Chalk.

I buried it, rejoined the other.

Mr. Chalk sank back in his chair and regarded him with awestruck attention; Captain Bowers, slowly ramming home a charge of tobacco with his thumb, smiled quietly.

Buried it, he repeated, musingly, with the blade of an oar for a spade. It was a long job, but its six foot down and the dead man it belonged to atop of it.

The pipe fell from the listeners fingers and smashed unheeded on the floor.

You ought to make a book of it, he said at last.

The captain shook his head. I havent got the gift of story-telling, he said, simply. Besides, you can understand I dont want it noised about. People might bother me.

He leaned back in his chair and bunched his beard in his hand; the other, watching him closely, saw that his thoughts were busy with some scene in his stirring past.

Not a friend of yours, I hope? said Mr. Chalk, at last.

Who? inquired the captain, starting from his reverie.

The dead man atop of the treasure, replied the other.

No, said the captain, briefly.

Is it worth much? asked Mr. Chalk.

Roughly speaking, about half a million, responded the captain, calmly.

Mr. Chalk rose and walked up and down the room. His eyes were bright and his face pinker than usual.

Why dont you get it? he demanded, at last, pausing in front of his host.

Why, it aint mine, said the captain, staring. Dye think Im a thief?

Mr. Chalk stared in his turn. But who does it belong to, then? he inquired.

I dont know, replied the captain. All I know is, it isnt mine, and thats enough for me. Whether it was rightly come by I dont know. There it is, and there itll stay till the crack of doom.

Dont you know any of his relations or friends? persisted the other.

I know nothing of him except his name, said the captain, and I doubt if even that was his right one. Don Silvio he called himself  a Spaniard. Its over ten years ago since it happened. My ship had been bought by a firm in Sydney, and while I was waiting out there I went for a little run on a schooner among the islands. This Don Silvio was aboard of her as a passenger. She went to pieces in a gale, and we were the only two saved. The others were washed overboard, but we got ashore in the boat, and I thought from the trouble he was taking over his bag that the danger had turned his brain.

Ah! said the keenly interested Mr. Chalk.

He was a sick man aboard ship, continued the captain, and I soon saw that he hadnt saved his life for long. He saw it, too, and before he died he made me promise that the bag should be buried with him and never disturbed. After Id promised, he opened the bag and showed me what was in it. It was full of precious stones  diamonds, rubies, and the like; some of them as large as birds eggs. I can see him now, propped up against the boat and playing with them in the sunlight. They blazed like stars. Half a million he put them at, or more.

What good could they be to him when he was dead? inquired the listener.

Captain Bowers shook his head. That was his business, not mine, he replied. It was nothing to do with me. When he died I dug a grave for him, as I told you, with a bit of a broken oar, and laid him and the bag together. A month afterwards I was taken off by a passing schooner and landed safe at Sydney.

Mr. Chalk stopped, and mechanically picking up the pieces of his pipe placed them on the table.

Suppose that you had heard afterwards that the things had been stolen? he remarked.

If I had, then I should have given information, I think, said the other. It all depends.

Ah! but how could you have found them again? inquired Mr. Chalk, with the air of one propounding a poser.
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With my map, said the captain, slowly. Before I left I made a map of the island and got its position from the schooner that picked me up; but I never heard a word from that day to this.

Could you find them now? said Mr. Chalk.

Why not? said the captain, with a short laugh. The island hasnt run away.

He rose as he spoke and, tossing the fragments of his visitors pipe into the fireplace, invited him to take a turn in the garden. Mr. Chalk, after a feeble attempt to discuss the matter further, reluctantly obeyed.


CHAPTER III

Mr. Chalk, with his mind full of the story he had just heard, walked homewards like a man in a dream. The air was fragrant with spring and the scent of lilac revived memories almost forgotten. It took him back forty years, and showed him a small boy treading the same road, passing the same houses. Nothing had changed so much as the small boy himself; nothing had been so unlike the life he had pictured as the life he had led. Even the blamelessness of the latter yielded no comfort; it savoured of a lack of spirit.
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His mind was still busy with the past when he reached home. Mrs. Chalk, a woman of imposing appearance, who was sitting by the window at needlework, looked up sharply at his entrance. Before she spoke he had a dim idea that she was excited about something.

Ive got her, she said, triumphantly.

Oh! said Mr. Chalk.

She didnt want to come at first, said Mrs. Chalk; shed half promised to go to Mrs. Morris. Mrs. Morris had heard of her through Harris, the grocer, and he only knew she was out of a place by accident. He

Her words fell on deaf ears. Mr. Chalk, gazing through the window, heard without comprehending a long account of the capture of a new housemaid, which, slightly altered as to name and place, would have passed muster as an exciting contest between a skilful angler and a particularly sulky salmon. Mrs. Chalk, noticing his inattention at last, pulled up sharply.

Youre not listening! she cried.

Yes, I am; go on, my dear, said Mr. Chalk.

What did I say she left her last place for, then? demanded the lady.

Mr. Chalk started. He had been conscious of his wifes voice, and that was all. You said you were not surprised at her leaving, he replied, slowly; the only wonder to you was that a decent girl should have stayed there so long.

Mrs. Chalk started and bit her lip. Yes, she said, slowly. Ye-es. Go on; anything else?

You said the house wanted cleaning from top to bottom, said the painstaking Mr. Chalk.

Go on, said his wife, in a smothered voice. What else did I say?

Said you pitied the husband, continued Mr. Chalk, thoughtfully.

Mrs. Chalk rose suddenly and stood over him. Mr. Chalk tried desperately to collect his faculties.

How dare you? she gasped. Ive never said such things in my life. Never. And I said that she left because Mr. Wilson, her master, was dead and the family had gone to London. Ive never been near the house; so how could I say such things?

Mr. Chalk remained silent.

What made you think of such things? persisted Mrs. Chalk.

Mr. Chalk shook his head; no satisfactory reply was possible. My thoughts were far away, he said, at last.

His wife bridled and said, Oh, indeed! Mr. Chalks mother, dead some ten years before, had taken a strange pride  possibly as a protest against her only sons appearance  in hinting darkly at a stormy and chequered past. Pressed for details she became more mysterious still, and, saying that she knew what she knew, declined to be deprived of the knowledge under any consideration. She also informed her daughter-in-law that what the eye dont see the heart dont grieve, and that it was better to let bygones be bygones, usually winding up with the advice to the younger woman to keep her eye on Mr. Chalk without letting him see it.

Peckham Rye is a long way off, certainly, added the indignant Mrs. Chalk, after a pause. Its a pity you havent got something better to think of, at your time of life, too.

Mr. Chalk flushed. Peckham Rye was one of the nuisances bequeathed by his mother.

I was thinking of the sea, he said, loftily.

Mrs. Chalk pounced. Oh, Yarmouth, she said, with withering scorn.

Mr. Chalk flushed deeper than before. I wasnt thinking of such things, he declared.

What things? said his wife, swiftly.

The  the things youre alluding to, said the harassed Mr. Chalk.

Ah! said his wife, with a toss of her head. Why you should get red in the face and confused when I say Peckham Rye and Yarmouth are a long way off is best known to yourself. Its very funny that the moment either of these places is mentioned you get uncomfortable. People might read a geography-book out loud in my presence and it wouldnt affect me.

She swept out of the room, and Mr. Chalks thoughts, excited by the magic word geography, went back to the island again. The half-forgotten dreams of his youth appeared to be materializing. Sleepy Binchester ended for him at Dialstone Lane, and once inside the captains room the enchanted world beyond the seas was spread before his eager gaze. The captain, amused at first at his enthusiasm, began to get weary of the subject of the island, and so far the visitor had begged in vain for a glimpse of the map.

His enthusiasm became contagious. Prudence, entering one evening in the middle of a conversation, heard sufficient to induce her to ask for more, and the captain, not without some reluctance and several promptings from Mr. Chalk when he showed signs of omitting vital points, related the story. Edward Tredgold heard it, and, judging by the frequency of his visits, was almost as interested as Mr. Chalk.

I cant see that there could be any harm in just looking at the map, said Mr. Chalk, one evening. You could keep your thumb on any part you wanted to.

Then we should know where to dig, urged Mr. Tredgold. Properly managed there ought to be a fortune in your innocence, Chalk.

Mr. Chalk eyed him fixedly. Seeing that the latitude and longitude and all the directions are written on the back, he observed, with cold dignity, I dont see the force of your remarks.

Well, in that case, why not show it to Mr. Chalk, uncle? said Prudence, charitably.

Captain Bowers began to show signs of annoyance. Well, my dear, he began, slowly.

Then Miss Drewitt could see it too, said Mr. Tredgold, blandly.

Miss Drewitt reddened with indignation. I could see it any time I wished, she said, sharply.

Well, wish now, entreated Mr. Tredgold. As a matter of fact, Im dying with curiosity myself. Bring it out and make it crackle, captain; its a bank-note for half a million.

The captain shook his head and a slight frown marred his usually amiable features. He got up and, turning his back on them, filled his pipe from a jar on the mantelpiece.

You never will see it, Chalk, said Edward Tredgold, in tones of much conviction. Ill bet you two to one in golden sovereigns that youll sink into your honoured family vault with your justifiable curiosity still unsatisfied. And I shouldnt wonder if your perturbed spirit walks the captains bedroom afterwards.

Miss Drewitt looked up and eyed the speaker with scornful comprehension. Take the bet, Mr. Chalk, she said, slowly.

Mr. Chalk turned in hopeful amaze; then he leaned over and shook hands solemnly with Mr. Tredgold. Ill take the bet, he said.

Uncle will show it to you to please me, announced Prudence, in a clear voice. Wont you, uncle?

The captain turned and took the matches from the table. Certainly, my dear, if I can find it, he said, in a hesitating fashion. But Im afraid Ive mislaid it. I havent seen it since I unpacked.

Mislaid it! ejaculated the startled Mr. Chalk. Good heavens! Suppose somebody should find it? What about your word to Don Silvio then?

Ive got it somewhere, said the captain, brusquely; Ill have a hunt for it. All the same, I dont know that its quite fair to interfere in a bet.

Miss Drewitt waved the objection away, remarking that people who made bets must risk losing their money.

Ill begin to save up, said Mr. Tredgold, with a lightness which was not lost upon Miss Drewitt. The captain has got to find it before you can see it, Chalk.

Mr. Chalk, with a satisfied smile, said that when the captain promised a thing it was as good as done.

For the next few days he waited patiently, and, ransacking an old lumber-room, divided his time pretty equally between a volume of Captain Cooks Voyages that he found there and Famous Shipwrecks. By this means and the exercise of great self-control he ceased from troubling Dialstone Lane for a week. Even then it was Edward Tredgold who took him there. The latter was in high spirits, and in explanation informed the company, with a cheerful smile, that he had saved five and ninepence, and was forming habits which bade fair to make him a rich man in time.
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Dont you be in too much of a hurry to find that map, captain, he said.

Its found, said Miss Drewitt, with a little note of triumph in her voice.

Found it this morning, said Captain Bowers. He crossed over to an oak bureau which stood in the corner by the fireplace, and taking a paper from a pigeon-hole slowly unfolded it and spread it on the table before the delighted Mr. Chalk. Miss Drewitt and Edward Tredgold advanced to the table and eyed it curiously.

The map, which was drawn in lead-pencil, was on a piece of ruled paper, yellow with age and cracked in the folds. The island was in shape a rough oval, the coast-line being broken by small bays and headlands. Mr. Chalk eyed it with all the fervour usually bestowed on a holy relic, and, breathlessly reading off such terms as Cape Silvio, Bowers Bay, and Mount Lonesome, gazed with breathless interest at the discoverer.

And is that the grave? he inquired, in a trembling voice, pointing to a mark in the north-east corner.

The captain removed it with his finger-nail. No, he said, briefly. For full details see the other side.

For one moment Mr. Chalk hoped; then his face fell as Captain Bowers, displaying for a fraction of a second the writing on the other side, took up the map and, replacing it in the bureau, turned the key in the lock and with a low laugh resumed his seat. Miss Drewitt, glancing over at Edward Tredgold, saw that he looked very thoughtful.

Youve lost your bet, she said, pointedly.

I know, was the reply.

His gaiety had vanished and he looked so dejected that Miss Drewitt was reminded of the ruined gambler in a celebrated picture. She tried to quiet her conscience by hoping that it would be a lesson to him. As she watched, Mr. Tredgold dived into his left trouser-pocket and counted out some coins, mostly brown. To these he added a few small pieces of silver gleaned from his waistcoat, and then after a few seconds moody thought found a few more in the other trouser-pocket.

Eleven and tenpence, he said, mechanically.

Any time, said Mr. Chalk, regarding him with awkward surprise. Any time.

Give him an I O U, said Captain Bowers, fidgeting.

Yes, any time, repeated Mr. Chalk; Im in no hurry.

No; Id sooner pay now and get it over, said the other, still fumbling in his pockets. As Miss Drewitt says, people who make bets must be prepared to lose; I thought I had more than this.

There was an embarrassing silence, during which Miss Drewitt, who had turned very red, felt strangely uncomfortable. She felt more uncomfortable still when Mr. Tredgold, discovering a bank-note and a little collection of gold coins in another pocket, artlessly expressed his joy at the discovery. The simple-minded captain and Mr. Chalk both experienced a sense of relief; Miss Drewitt sat and simmered in helpless indignation.

Youre careless in money matters, my lad, said the captain, reprovingly.

I couldnt understand him making all that fuss over a couple o pounds, said Mr. Chalk, looking round. Hes very free, as a rule; too free.

Mr. Tredgold, sitting grave and silent, made no reply to these charges, and the girl was the only one to notice a faint twitching at the corners of his mouth. She saw it distinctly, despite the fact that her clear, grey eyes were fixed dreamily on a spot some distance above his head.

She sat in her room upstairs after the visitors had gone, thinking it over. The light was fading fast, and as she sat at the open window the remembrance of Mr. Tredgolds conduct helped to mar one of the most perfect evenings she had ever known.

Downstairs the captain was also thinking. Dialstone Lane was in shadow, and already one or two lamps were lit behind drawn blinds. A little chatter of voices at the end of the lane floated in at the open window, mellowed by distance. His pipe was out, and he rose to search in the gloom for a match, when another murmur of voices reached his ears from the kitchen. He stood still and listened intently. To put matters beyond all doubt, the shrill laugh of a girl was plainly audible. The captains face hardened, and, crossing to the fireplace, he rang the bell.

Yessir, said Joseph, as he appeared and closed the door carefully behind him.

What are you talking to yourself in that absurd manner for? inquired the captain with great dignity.

Me, sir? said Mr. Tasker, feebly.

Yes, you, repeated the captain, noticing with surprise that the door was slowly opening.

Mr. Tasker gazed at him in a troubled fashion, but made no reply.

I wont have it, said the captain, sternly, with a side glance at the door. If you want to talk to yourself go outside and do it. I never heard such a laugh. What did you do it for? It was like an old woman with a bad cold.

He smiled grimly in the darkness, and then started slightly as a cough, a hostile, challenging cough, sounded from the kitchen. Before he could speak the cough ceased and a thin voice broke carelessly into song.

WHAT! roared the captain, in well-feigned astonishment. Do you mean to tell me youve got somebody in my pantry? Go and get me those rules and regulations.

Mr. Tasker backed out, and the captain smiled again as he heard a whispered discussion. Then a voice clear and distinct took command. Ill takeem in myself, I tell you, it said. Ill rules and regulations him.

The smile faded from the captains face, and he gazed in perplexity at the door as a strange young woman bounced into the room.

Heres your rules and regulations, said the intruder, in a somewhat shrewish voice. Youd better light the lamp if you want to seeem; though the spelling aint so noticeable in the dark.

The impressiveness of the captains gaze was wasted in the darkness. For a moment he hesitated, and then, with the dignity of a man whose spelling has nothing to conceal, struck a match and lit the lamp. The lamp lighted, he lowered the blind, and then seating himself by the window turned with a majestic air to a thin slip of a girl with tow-coloured hair, who stood by the door.

Who are you? he demanded, gruffly.

My names Vickers, said the young lady. Selina Vickers. I heard all what youve been saying to my Joseph, but, thank goodness, I can take my own part. I dont want nobody to fight my battles for me. If youve got anything to say about my voice you can say it to my face.
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Captain Bowers sat back and regarded her with impressive dignity. Miss Vickers met his gaze calmly and, with a pair of unwinking green eyes, stared him down.

What were you doing in my pantry? demanded the captain, at last.

I was in your kitchen, replied Miss Vickers, with scornful emphasis on the last word, to see my young man.

Well, I cant have you there, said the captain, with a mildness that surprised himself. One of my rules

Miss Vickers interposed. Ive readem all over and over again, she said, impatiently.

If it occurs again, said the other, I shall have to speak to Joseph very seriously about it.

Talk to me, said Miss Vickers, sharply; thats what I come in for. I can talk to you better than what Joseph can, I know. What harm do you think I was doing your old kitchen? Dont you try and interfere between me and my Joseph, because I wont have it. Youre not married yourself, and you dont want other people to be. How do you suppose the world would get on if everybody was like you?

Captain Bowers regarded her in open-eyed perplexity. The door leading to the garden had just closed behind the valiant Joseph, and he stared with growing uneasiness at the slight figure of Miss Vickers as it stood poised for further oratorical efforts. Before he could speak she gave her lips a rapid lick and started again.

Youre one of those people that dont like to see others happy, thats what you are, she said, rapidly. I wasnt hurting your kitchen, and as to talking and laughing there  what do you think my tongue was given to me for? Show? Praps if youd been doing a days hard work youd

Look here, my girl began the captain, desperately.

Dont you my girl me, please, interrupted Miss Vickers. Im not your girl, thank goodness. If I was youd be a bit different, I can tell you. If you had any girls youd know better than to try and come between them and their young men. Besides, they wouldnt let you. When a girls got a young man

The captain rose and went through the form of ringing the bell. Miss Vickers watched him calmly.

I thought Id just have it out with you for once and for all, she continued. I told Joseph that Id no doubt your bark was worse than your bite. And what he can see to be afraid of in you I cant think. Nervous disposition, I spose. Good evening.

She gave her head a little toss and, returning to the pantry, closed the door after her. Captain Bowers, still somewhat dazed, returned to his chair and, gazing at the Rules, which still lay on the table, grinned feebly in his beard.


CHAPTER IV

To keep such a romance to himself was beyond the powers of Mr. Chalk. The captain had made no conditions as to secrecy, and he therefore considered himself free to indulge in hints to his two greatest friends, which caused those gentlemen to entertain some doubts as to his sanity. Mr. Robert Stobell, whose work as a contractor had left a permanent and unmistakable mark upon Binchester, became imbued with a hazy idea that Mr. Chalk had invented a new process of making large diamonds. Mr. Jasper Tredgold, on the other hand, arrived at the conclusion that a highly respectable burglar was offering for some reason to share his loot with him. A conversation between Messrs. Stobell and Tredgold in the High Street only made matters more complicated.

Chalk always was fond of making mysteries of things, complained Mr. Tredgold.

Mr. Stobell, whose habit was taciturn and ruminative, fixed his dull brown eyes on the ground and thought it over. I believe its all my eye and Betty Martin, he said, at length, quoting a saying which had been used in his family as an expression of disbelief since the time of his great-grandmother.

He comes in to see me when Im hard at work and drops hints, pursued his friend. When I stop to pickem up, out he goes. Yesterday he came in and asked me what I thought of a man who wouldnt break his word for half a million. Half a million, mind you! I just asked him who it was, and out he went again. He pops in and out of my office like a figure on a cuckoo-clock.
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Mr. Stobell relapsed into thought again, but no gleam of expression disturbed the lines of his heavy face; Mr. Tredgold, whose sharp, alert features bred more confidence in his own clients than those of other people, waited impatiently.

He knows something that we dont, said Mr. Stobell, at last; thats what it is.

Mr. Tredgold, who was too used to his friends mental processes to quarrel with them, assented.

Hes coming round to smoke a pipe with me to-morrow night, he said, briskly, as he turned to cross the road to his office. You come too, and well get it out of him. If Chalk can keep a secret he has altered, thats all I can say.

His estimate of Mr. Chalk proved correct. With Mr. Tredgold acting as cross-examining counsel and Mr. Stobell enacting the part of a partial and overbearing judge, Mr. Chalk, after a display of fortitude which surprised himself almost as much as it irritated his friends, parted with his news and sat smiling with gratification at their growing excitement.

Half a million, and he wont go for it? ejaculated Mr. Tredgold. The man must be mad.

No; he passed his word and he wont break it, said Mr. Chalk. The captains word is his bond, and I honour him for it. I can quite understand it.

Mr. Tredgold shrugged his shoulders and glanced at Mr. Stobell; that gentleman, after due deliberation, gave an assenting nod.

He cant get at it, thats the long and short of it, said Mr. Tredgold, after a pause. He had to leave it behind when he was rescued, or else risk losing it by telling the men who rescued him about it, and hes had no opportunity since. It wants money to take a ship out there and get it, and he doesnt see his way quite clear. Hell have it fast enough when he gets a chance. If not, why did he make that map?

Mr. Chalk shook his head, and remarked mysteriously that the captain had his reasons. Mr. Tredgold relapsed into silence, and for some time the only sound audible came from a briar-pipe which Mr. Stobell ought to have thrown away some years before.

Have you given up that idea of a yachting cruise of yours, Chalk? demanded Mr. Tredgold, turning on him suddenly.

No, was the reply. I was talking about it to Captain Bowers only the other day. Thats how I got to hear of the treasure.

Mr. Tredgold started and gave a significant glance at Mr. Stobell. In return he got a wink which that gentleman kept for moments of mental confusion.

What did the captain tell you for? pursued Mr. Tredgold, returning to Mr. Chalk. He wanted you to make an offer. He hasnt got the money for such an expedition; you have. The yarn about passing his word was so that you shouldnt open your mouth too wide. You were to do the persuading, and then he could make his own terms. Do you see? Why, its as plain as A B C.

Plain as the alphabet, said Mr. Stobell, almost chidingly.

Mr. Chalk gasped and looked from one to the other.

I should like to have a chat with the captain about it, continued Mr. Tredgold, slowly and impressively. Im a business man and I could put it on a business footing. Its a big risk, of course; all those things are . . . but if we went shares . . . if we found the money  

He broke off and, filling his pipe slowly, gazed in deep thought at the wall. His friends waited expectantly.

Combine business with pleasure, resumed Mr. Tredgold, lighting his pipe; sea-air . . . change . . . blow away the cobwebs . . . experience for Edward to be left alone. What do you think, Stobell? he added, turning suddenly.

Mr. Stobell gripped the arms of his chair in his huge hands and drew his bulky figure to a more upright position.

What do you mean by combining business with pleasure? he said, eyeing him with dull suspicion.

Chalk is set on a trip for the love of it, explained Mr. Tredgold.

If we take on the contract, he ought to pay a bigger share, then, said the other, firmly.

Perhaps he will, said Tredgold, hastily.

Mr. Stobell pondered again and, slightly raising one hand, indicated that he was in the throes of another idea and did not wish to be disturbed.

You said it would be experience for Edward to be left alone, he said, accusingly.

I did, was the reply.

You ought to pay more, too, then, declared the contractor, because its serving of your ends as well.

We cant split straws, exclaimed Tredgold, impatiently. If the captain consents we three will find the money and divide our portion, whatever it is, equally.

Mr. Chalk, who had been in the clouds during this discussion, came back to earth again. If he consents, he said, sadly; but he wont.

Well, he can only refuse, said Mr. Tredgold; and, anyway, well have the first refusal. Things like that soon get about. What do you say to a stroll? I can think better while Im walking.

His friends assenting, they put on their hats and sallied forth. That they should stroll in the direction of Dialstone Lane surprised neither of them. Mr. Tredgold leading, they went round by the church, and that gentleman paused so long to admire the architecture that Mr. Stobell got restless.

Youve seen it before, Tredgold, he said, shortly.

Its a fine old building, said the other. Binchester ought to be proud of it. Why, here we are at Captain Bowerss!

The house has been next to the church for a couple o hundred years, retorted his friend.

Lets go in, said Mr. Tredgold. Strike while the irons hot. At any rate, he concluded, as Mr. Chalk voiced feeble objections, we can see how the land lies.

He knocked at the door and then, stepping aside, left Mr. Chalk to lead the way in. Captain Bowers, who was sitting with Prudence, looked up at their entrance, and putting down his newspaper extended a hearty welcome.

Chalk didnt like to pass without looking in, said Mr. Tredgold, and I havent seen you for some time. You know Stobell?

The captain nodded, and Mr. Chalk, pale with excitement, accepted his accustomed pipe from the hands of Miss Drewitt and sat nervously awaiting events. Mr. Tasker set out the whisky, and, Miss Drewitt avowing a fondness for smoke in other people, a comfortable haze soon filled the room. Mr. Tredgold, with a significant glance at Mr. Chalk, said that it reminded him of a sea-fog.

It only reminded Mr. Chalk, however, of a smoky chimney from which he had once suffered, and he at once entered into minute details. The theme was an inspiriting one, and before Mr. Tredgold could hark back to the sea again Mr. Stobell was discoursing, almost eloquently for him, upon drains. From drains to the shortcomings of the district council they progressed by natural and easy stages, and it was not until Miss Drewitt had withdrawn to the clearer atmosphere above that a sudden ominous silence ensued, which Mr. Chalk saw clearly he was expected to break.

I  Ive been telling them some of your adventures, he said, desperately, as he glanced at the captain; theyre both interested in such things.

The latter gave a slight start and glanced shrewdly at his visitors. Aye, aye, he said, composedly.

Very interesting, some of them, murmured Mr. Tredgold. I suppose youll have another voyage or two before youve done? One, at any rate.

No, said the captain, Ive had my share of the sea; other men may have a turn now. Theres nothing to take me out again  nothing.

Mr. Tredgold coughed and murmured something about breaking off old habits too suddenly.

Its a fine career, sighed Mr. Chalk.

A manly life, said Mr. Tredgold, emphatically.

Its like every other profession, it has two sides to it, said the captain.

It is not so well paid as it should be, said the wily Tredgold, but I suppose one gets chances of making money in outside ways sometimes.

The captain assented, and told of a steward of his who had made a small fortune by selling Japanese curios to people who didnt understand them.

The conversation was interesting, but extremely distasteful to a business man intent upon business. Mr. Stobell took his pipe out of his mouth and cleared his throat. Why, you might build a hospital with it, he burst out, impatiently.

Build a hospital! repeated the astonished captain, as Mr. Chalk bent suddenly to do up his shoelace.

Think of the orphans you could be a father to! added Mr. Stobell, making the most of an unwonted fit of altruism.

The captain looked inquiringly at Mr. Tredgold.

And widows, said Mr. Stobell, and, putting his pipe in his mouth as a sign that he had finished his remarks, gazed stolidly at the company.

Stobell must be referring to a story Chalk told us of some precious stones you buried, I think, said Mr. Tredgold, reddening. Arent you, Stobell?

Of course I am, said his friend. You know that.

Captain Bowers glanced at Mr. Chalk, but that gentleman was still busy with his shoe-lace, only looking up when Mr. Tredgold, taking the bull by the horns, made the captain a plain, straightforward offer to fit out and give him the command of an expedition to recover the treasure. In a speech which included the benevolent Mr. Stobells hospitals, widows, and orphans, he pointed out a score of reasons why the captain should consent, and wound up with a glowing picture of Miss Drewitt as the heiress of the wealthiest man in Binchester. The captain heard him patiently to an end and then shook his head.

I passed my word, he said, stiffly.

Mr. Stobell took his pipe out of his mouth again to offer a little encouragement. Tredgold has broke his word before now, he observed; hes got quite a name for it.

But you would go out if it were not for that? inquired Tredgold, turning a deaf ear to this remark.

Naturally, said the captain, smiling; but, then, you see I did.

Mr. Tredgold drummed with his fingers on the arms of his chair, and after a little hesitation asked as a great favour to be permitted to see the map. As an estate agent, he said, he took a professional interest in plans of all kinds.

Captain Bowers rose, and in the midst of an expectant silence took the map from the bureau, and placing it on the table kept it down with his fist. The others drew near and inspected it.
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Nobody but Captain Bowers has ever seen the other side, said Mr. Chalk, impressively.

Except my niece, interposed the captain. She wanted to see it, and I trust her as I would trust myself. She thinks the same as I do about it.

His stubby forefinger travelled slowly round the coast-line until, coming to the extreme south-west corner, it stopped, and a mischievous smile creased his beard.

Its buried here, he observed. All youve got to do is to find the island and dig in that spot.

Mr. Chalk laughed and shook his head as at a choice piece of waggishness.

Suppose, said Mr. Tredgold, slowly suppose anybody found it without your connivance, would you take your share?

Letem find it first, said the captain.

Yes, but would you? inquired Mr. Chalk.

Captain Bowers took up the map and returned it to its place in the bureau. You go and find it, he said, with a genial smile.

You give us permission? demanded Tredgold.

Certainly, grinned the captain. I give you permission to go and dig over all the islands in the Pacific; theres a goodish number of them, and its a fairly common shape.

It seems to me its nobodys property, said Tredgold, slowly. That is to say, its anybodys that finds it. It isnt your property, Captain Bowers? You lay no claim to it?

No, no, said the captain. Its nothing to do with me. You go and find it, he repeated, with enjoyment.

Mr. Tredgold laughed too, and his eye travelled mechanically towards the bureau. If we do, he said, cordially, you shall have your share.

The captain thanked him and, taking up the bottle, refilled their glasses. Then, catching the dull, brooding eye of Mr. Stobell as that plain-spoken man sat in a brown study trying to separate the serious from the jocular, he drank success to their search. He was about to give vent to further pleasantries when he was stopped by the mysterious behaviour of Mr. Chalk, who, first laying a finger on his lip to ensure silence, frowned severely and nodded at the door leading to the kitchen.

The other three looked in the direction indicated. The door stood half open, and the silhouette of a young woman in a large hat put the upper panels in shadow. The captain rose and, with a vigorous thrust of his foot, closed the door with a bang.

Eavesdropping, said Mr. Chalk, in a tense whisper.

Therell be a rival expedition, said the captain, falling in with his mood. Ive already warned that young woman off once. Youd better start tonight.

He leaned back in his chair and surveyed the company pleasantly. Somewhat to Mr. Chalks disappointment Mr. Tredgold began to discuss agriculture, and they were still on that theme when they rose to depart some time later. Tredgold and Chalk bade the captain a cordial good-night; but Stobell, a creature of primitive impulses, found it difficult to shake hands with him. On the way home he expressed an ardent desire to tell the captain what men of sense thought of him.

The captain lit another pipe after they had gone, and for some time sat smoking and thinking over the events of the evening. Then Mr. Taskers second infringement of discipline occurred to him, and, stretching out his hand, he rang the bell.

Has that young woman gone? he inquired, cautiously, as Mr. Tasker appeared.

Yessir, was the reply.

What about your articles? demanded the captain, with sudden loudness. What do you mean by it?

Mr. Tasker eyed him forlornly. It aint my fault, he said, at last. I dont want her.

Eh? said the other, sternly. Dont talk nonsense. What do you have her here for, then?

Because I cant help myself, said Mr. Tasker, desperately; thats why. Shes took a fancy to me, and, that being so, it would take more than you and me to keep er away.

Rubbish, said his master.

Mr. Tasker smiled wanly. Thats my reward for being steady, he said, with some bitterness; thats what comes of having a good name in the place. I get Selina Vickers after me.

You  you must have asked her to come here in the first place, said the astonished captain.

Ask her? repeated Mr. Tasker, with respectful scorn. Ask her? She dont want no asking.

What does she come for, then? inquired the other.

Me, said Mr. Tasker, brokenly. I never dreamt o such a thing. I was going er way one night  about three weeks ago, it was  and I walked with her as far as her road-Mint Street. Somehow it got put about that we were walking out. A week afterwards she saw me in Harriss, the grocers, and waited outside for me till I come out and walked ome with me. After she came in the other night I found we was keeping company. To-night-tonight she got a ring out o me, and now were engaged.

What on earth did you give her the ring for if you dont want her? inquired the captain, eyeing him with genuine concern.

Ah, it seems easy, sir, said the unfortunate; but you dont know Selina. She bought the ring and said I was to pay it off a shilling a week. She took the first shilling to-night.

His master sat back and regarded him in amazement.

You dont know Selina, sir, repeated Mr. Tasker, in reply to this manifestation. She always gets her own way. Her father aint it er mother not since Selina was seventeen. He dursent. The last time Selina went for him tooth and nail; smashed all the plates off the dresser throwing em at him, and ended by chasing of him up the road in his shirt-sleeves.

The captain grunted.

That was two years ago, continued Mr. Tasker; and his spirits quite broke. He as to give all his money except a shilling a week to his wife, and hes not allowed to go into pubs. If he does its no good, because they wont serve im. If they do Selina goes in next morning and gives them a piece of er mind. She dont care whos there or what she says, and the consequence is Mr. Vickers cant get served in Binchester for love or money. Thatll show you what she is.

Well, tell her I wont have her here, said the captain, rising. Good-night.

Ive told her over and over again, sir, was the reply, and all she says is shes not afraid of you, nor six like you.
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The captain fell back silent, and Mr. Tasker, pausing in a respectful attitude, watched him wistfully. The captains brows were bent in thought, and Mr. Tasker, reminding himself that crews had trembled at his nod and that all were silent when he spoke, felt a flutter of hope.

Well, said the captain, sharply, as he turned and caught sight of him, what are you waiting there for?

Mr. Tasker drifted towards the door which led upstairs.

I  I thought you were thinking of something we could do to prevent her coming, sir, he said, slowly. Its hard on me, because as a matter of fact  

Well? said the captain.

I  Ive ad my eye on another young lady for some time, concluded Mr. Tasker.

He was standing on the bottom stair as he spoke, with his hand on the latch. Under the baleful stare with which the indignant captain favoured him, he closed it softly and mounted heavily to bed.


CHAPTER V

Mr. Chalks expedition to the Southern Seas became a standing joke with the captain, and he waylaid him on several occasions to inquire into the progress he was making, and to give him advice suitable for all known emergencies at sea, together with a few that are unknown. Even Mr. Chalk began to tire of his pleasantries, and, after listening to a surprising account of a Scotch vessel which always sailed backwards when the men whistled on Sundays, signified his displeasure by staying away from Dialstone Lane for some time.
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Deprived of his society the captain consoled himself with that of Edward Tredgold, a young man for whom he was beginning to entertain a strong partiality, and whose observations of Binchester folk, flavoured with a touch of good-natured malice, were a source of never-failing interest.

He is very wide-awake, he said to his niece. There isnt much that escapes him.

Miss Drewitt, gazing idly out of window, said that she had not noticed it.

Very clever at his business, I understand, said the captain.

His niece said that he had always appeared to her  when she had happened to give the matter a thought  as a picture of indolence.

Ah! thats only his manner, replied the other, warmly. Hes a young man thats going to get on; hes going to make his mark. His fathers got money, and hell make more of it.

Something in the tone of his voice attracted his nieces attention, and she looked at him sharply as an almost incredible suspicion as to the motive of this conversation flashed on her.

I dont like to see young men too fond of money, she observed, sedately.

I didnt say that, said the captain, eagerly. If anything, he is too open-handed. What I meant was that he isnt lazy.

He seems to be very fond of coming to see you, said Prudence, by way of encouragement.

Ah! said the captain, and  

He stopped abruptly as the girl faced round. And? she prompted.

And the crows-nest, concluded the captain, somewhat lamely.

There was no longer room for doubt. Scarce two months ashore and he was trying his hand at matchmaking. Fresh from a world of obedient satellites, and ships responding to the lightest touch of the helm, he was venturing with all the confidence of ignorance upon the most delicate of human undertakings. Miss Drewitt, eyeing him with perfect comprehension and some little severity, sat aghast at his hardihood.

Hes very fond of going up there, said Captain Bowers, somewhat discomfited.

Yes, he and Joseph have much in common, remarked Miss Drewitt, casually. Theyre some what alike, too, I always fancy.

Alike! exclaimed the astonished captain.

Edward Tredgold like Joseph? Why, you must be dreaming.

Perhaps its only my fancy, conceded Miss Drewitt, but I always think that I can see a likeness.

There isnt the slightest resemblance in the world, said the captain. There isnt a single feature alike. Besides, havent you ever noticed what a stupid expression Joseph has got?

Yes, said Miss Drewitt.

The captain scratched his ear and regarded her closely, but Miss Drewitts face was statuesque in its repose.

There  theres nothing wrong with your eyes, my dear? he ventured, anxiously short sight or anything of that sort?

I dont think so, said his niece, gravely.

Captain Bowers shifted in his chair and, convinced that such a superficial observer must have overlooked many things, pointed out several admirable qualities in Edward Tredgold which he felt sure must have escaped her notice. The surprise with which Miss Drewitt greeted them all confirmed him in this opinion, and he was glad to think that he had called her attention to them ere it was too late.

Hes very popular in Binchester, he said, impressively. Chalk told me that he is surprised he has not been married before now, seeing the way that he is run after.

Dear me! said his niece, with suppressed viciousness.

The captain smiled. He resolved to stand out for a long engagement when Mr. Tredgold came to him, and to stipulate also that they should not leave Binchester. An admirer in London to whom his niece had once or twice alluded  forgetting to mention that he was only ten  began to fade into what the captain considered proper obscurity.

Mr. Edward Tredgold reaped some of the benefits of this conversation when he called a day or two afterwards. The captain was out, but, encouraged by Mr. Tasker, who represented that his return might be looked for at any moment, he waited for over an hour, and was on the point of departure when Miss Drewitt entered.

I should think that you must be tired of waiting? she said, when he had explained.

I was just going, said Mr. Tredgold, as he resumed his seat. If you had been five minutes later you would have found an empty chair. I suppose Captain Bowers wont be long now?

He might be, said the girl.

Ill give him a little while longer if I may, said Mr. Tredgold. Im very glad now that I waited  very glad indeed.

There was so much meaning in his voice that Miss Drewitt felt compelled to ask the reason.

Because I was tired when I came in and the rest has done me good, explained Mr. Tredgold, with much simplicity. Do you know that I sometimes think I work too hard?

Miss Drewitt raised her eyebrows slightly and said, Indeed!  I am very glad that you are rested, she added, after a pause.

Thank you, said Mr. Tredgold, gratefully. I came to see the captain about a card-table Ive discovered for him. Its a Queen Anne, I believe; one of the best things Ive ever seen. Its poked away in the back room of a cottage, and I only discovered it by accident.

Its very kind of you, said Miss Drewitt, coldly, but I dont think that my uncle wants any more furniture; the room is pretty full now.

I was thinking of it for your room, said Mr. Tredgold.

Thank you, but my room is full, said the girl, sharply.

It would go in that odd little recess by the fireplace, continued the unmoved Mr. Tredgold. We tried to get a small table for it before you came, but we couldnt see anything we fancied. I promised the captain Id keep my eyes open for something.

Miss Drewitt looked at him with growing indignation, and wondered whether Mr. Chalk had added her to his list of the victims of Mr. Tredgolds blandishments.

Why not buy it for yourself? she demanded.

No money, said Mr. Tredgold, shaking his head. You forget that I lost two pounds to Chalk the other day, owing to your efforts.

Well, I dont wish for it, said Miss Drewitt, firmly. Please dont say anything to my uncle about it.

Mr. Tredgold looked disappointed. As you please, of course, he remarked.

Old things always seem a little bit musty, said the girl, softening a little. I, should think that I saw the ghosts of dead and gone players sitting round the table. I remember reading a story about that once.

Well, what about the other things? said Mr. Tredgold. Look at those old chairs, full of ghosts sitting piled up in each others laps  theres no reason why you should only see one sitter at a time. Think of that beautifully-carved four-poster.

My uncle bought that, said Miss Drewitt, somewhat irrelevantly.

Yes, but I got it for him, said Mr. Tredgold. You cant pick up a thing like that at a moments notice  I had my eye on it for years; all the time old Brown was bedridden, in fact. I used to go and see him and take him tobacco, and he promised me that I should have it when he had done with it.

Done with it? repeated the girl, in a startled voice. Did  did he get another one, then?
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Mr. Tredgold, roused from the pleasurable reminiscences of a collector, remembered himself suddenly. Oh, yes, he got another one, he said, soothingly.

Is  is he bedridden now? inquired the girl.

I havent seen him for some time, said Mr. Tredgold, truthfully. He gave up smoking and  and then I didnt go to see him, you know.

Hes dead, said Miss Drewitt, shivering. He died in  Oh, you are horrible!

That carving began Mr. Tredgold.

Dont talk about it, please, said the indignant Miss Drewitt. I cant understand why my uncle should have listened to your advice at all; you must have forced it on him. Im sure he didnt know how you got it.

Yes, he did, said the other. In fact, it was intended for his room at first. He was quite pleased with it.

Why did he alter his mind, then? inquired the girl.

Mr. Tredgold looked suddenly at the opposite wall, but his lips quivered and his eyes watered. Miss Drewitt, reading these signs aright, was justly incensed.

I dont believe it, she cried.

He said that you didnt know and he did, said Mr. Tredgold, apologetically. I talk too much. Id no business to let out about old Brown, but I forgot for the moment  sailors are always prone to childish superstitions.

Are you talking about my uncle? inquired Miss Drewitt, with ominous calm.

They were his own words, said the other.

Miss Drewitt, feeling herself baffled, sat for some time wondering how to find fault politely with the young man before her. Her mind was full of subject-matter, but the politeness easily eluded her. She threw out after a time the suggestion that his presence at the bedside of sick people was not likely to add to their comfort.

Captain Bowers entered before the aggrieved Mr. Tredgold could think of a fitting reply, and after a hasty greeting insisted upon his staying for a cup of tea. By a glance in the visitors direction and a faint smile Miss Drewitt was understood to endorse the invitation.

The captains satisfaction at finding them together was complete, but a little misunderstanding was caused all round, when Mr. Tasker came in with the tea, by the series of nods and blinks by which the captain strove to call his nieces attention to various facial and other differences between his servant and their visitor. Mr. Tredgold, after standing it for some time, created a little consternation by inquiring whether he had got a smut on his nose.

The captain was practically the only talker at tea, but the presence of two attentive listeners prevented him from discovering the fact. He described his afternoons ramble at such length that it was getting late by the time they had finished.

Stay and smoke a pipe, he said, as he sought his accustomed chair.

Mr. Tredgold assented in the usual manner by saying that he ought to be going, and instead of one pipe smoked three or four. The light failed and the lamp was lit, but he still stayed on until the sound of subdued but argumentative voices beyond the drawn blind apprised them of other visitors. The thin tones of Mr. Chalk came through the open window, apparently engaged in argument with a bear. A faint sound of hustling and growling, followed by a gentle bumping against the door, seemed to indicate that he  or perhaps the bear  was having recourse to physical force.

Come in, cried the captain.

The door opened and Mr. Chalk, somewhat flushed, entered, leading Mr. Stobell. The latter gentleman seemed in a surly and reluctant frame of mind, and having exchanged greetings subsided silently into a chair and sat eyeing Mr. Chalk, who, somewhat nervous as to his reception after so long an absence, plunged at once into conversation.
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I thought I should find you here, he said, pleasantly, to Edward Tredgold.

Why? demanded Mr. Tredgold, with what Mr. Chalk thought unnecessary abruptness.

Well  well, because you generally are here, I suppose, he said, somewhat taken aback.

Mr. Tredgold favoured him with a scowl, and a somewhat uncomfortable silence ensued.

Stobell wanted to see you again, said Mr. Chalk, turning to the captain. Hes done nothing but talk about you ever since he was here last.

Captain Bowers said he was glad to see him; Mr. Stobell returned the courtesy with an odd noise in his throat and a strange glare at Mr. Chalk.

I met him to-night, continued that gentleman, and nothing would do for him but to come on here.

It was evident from the laboured respiration of the ardent Mr. Stobell, coupled with a word or two which had filtered through the window, that the ingenious Mr. Chalk was using him as a stalking-horse. From the fact that Mr. Stobell made no denial it was none the less evident, despite the growing blackness of his appearance, that he was a party to the arrangement. The captain began to see the reason.

Its all about that island, explained Mr. Chalk; he can talk of nothing else.

The captain suppressed a groan, and Mr. Tredgold endeavoured, but without success, to exchange smiles with Miss Drewitt.

Aye, aye, said the captain, desperately.

Hes as eager as a child thats going to its first pantomime, continued Mr. Chalk.

Mr. Stobells appearance was so alarming that he broke off and eyed him with growing uneasiness.

You were talking about a pantomime, said Mr. Tredgold, after a long pause.

Mr. Chalk cast an imploring glance at Mr. Stobell to remind him of their compact, and resumed.

Talks of nothing else, he said, watching his friend, and cant sleep for thinking of it.

Thats bad, said Mr. Tredgold, sympathetically. Has he tried shutting his eyes and counting sheep jumping over a stile?

No, he aint, said Mr. Stobell, exploding suddenly, and turning a threatening glance on the speaker. And whats more, he added, in more ordinary tones, he aint going to.

We  weve been thinking of that trip again, interposed Mr. Chalk, hurriedly. The more Stobell thinks of it the more he likes it. You know what you said the last time we were here?

The captain wrinkled his brows and looked at him inquiringly.

Told us to go and find the island, Mr. Chalk reminded him. You said, Ive shown you a map of the island; now go and find it.

Oh, aye, said the captain, with a laugh, so I did.

Stobell was wondering, continued Mr. Chalk, whether you couldnt give us just a little bit more of a hint, without breaking your word, of course.

I dont see how it could be done, replied the captain, pondering; a promise is a promise.

Mr. Chalks face fell. He moved his chair aside mechanically to make room for Mr. Tasker, who had entered with a tray and glasses, and sat staring at the floor. Then he raised his eyes and met a significant glance from Mr. Stobell.

I suppose we may have another look at the map? he said, softly; just a glance to freshen our memories.

The captain, who had drawn his chair to the table to preside over the tray, looked up impatiently.

No, he said, brusquely.

Mr. Chalk looked hurt. Im very sorry, he said, in surprise at the captains tone. You showed it to us the other day, and I didnt think

The fact is, said the captain, in a more gentle voice the fact is, I cant.

Cant? repeated the other.

It is not very pleasant to keep on refusing friends, said the captain, making amends for his harshness by pouring a serious overdose of whisky into Mr. Chalks glass, and its only natural for you to be anxious about it, so I removed the temptation out of my way.

Removed the temptation? repeated Mr. Chalk.

I burnt the map, said the captain, with a smile.

Burnt it? gasped Mr. Chalk. BURNT it?

Burnt it to ashes, said the captain, jovially.

Its a load off my mind. I ought to have done it before. In fact, I never ought to have made the map at all.

Mr. Chalk stared at him in speechless dismay.

Try that, said the captain, handing Mr. Stobell his glass.

Mr. Stobell took it from mere force of habit, and sat holding it in his hand as though he had forgotten what to do with it.

I did it yesterday morning, said the captain, noticing their consternation. I had just lit my pipe after breakfast, and I suppose the match put me in mind of it. I took out the map and set light to it at Cape Silvio. The flame ran half-way round the coast and then popped through the middle of the paper and converted Mount Lonesome into a volcano.

He gave a boisterous laugh and, raising his glass, nodded to Mr. Stobell. Mr. Stobell, who was just about to drink, lowered his glass again and frowned.

I dont see anything to laugh at, he said, deliberately.

He cant have been listening, said Mr. Tredgold, in a low voice, to Miss Drewitt.

Well, its done now, said the captain, genially. You  youre not going?

Yes, I am, said Mr. Stobell.

He bade them good-night, and then pausing at the door stood and surveyed them; even Mr. Tasker, who was gliding in unobtrusively with a jug of water, shared in his regards.

When I think of the orphans and widows, he said, bitterly, I  

He opened the door suddenly and, closing it behind him, breathed the rest to Dialstone Lane. An aged woman sitting in a doorway said, Hush!


CHAPTER VI

Miss Drewitt sat for some time in her room after the visitors had departed, eyeing with some disfavour the genuine antiques which she owed to the enterprise, not to say officiousness, of Edward Tredgold. That they were in excellent taste was undeniable, but there was a flavour of age and a suspicion of decay about them which did not make for cheerfulness.

She rose at last, and taking off her watch went through the nightly task of wondering where she had put the key after using it last. It was not until she had twice made a fruitless tour of the room with the candle that she remembered that she had left it on the mantelpiece downstairs.

The captain was still below, and after a moments hesitation she opened her door and went softly down the steep winding stairs.

The door at the foot stood open, and revealed the captain standing by the table. There was an air of perplexity and anxiety about him such as she had never seen before, and as she waited he crossed to the bureau, which stood open, and searched feverishly among the papers which littered it. Apparently dissatisfied with the result, he moved it out bodily and looked behind and beneath it. Coming to an erect position again he suddenly became aware of the presence of his niece.
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Its gone, he said, in an amazed voice.

Gone? repeated Prudence. What has gone?

The map, said the captain, tumbling his beard. I put it in this end pigeon-hole the other night after showing it and I havent touched it since; and its gone.

But you burnt it! said Prudence, with an astonished laugh.

The captain started. No; I was going to, he said, eyeing her in manifest confusion.

But you said that you had, persisted his niece.

Yes, stammered the captain, I know I did, but I hadnt. I was just looking ahead a bit, that was all. I went to the bureau just now to do it.

Miss Drewitt eyed him with mild reproach. You even described how you did it, she said, slowly. You said that Mount Lonesome turned into a volcano. Wasnt it true?

Figure o speech, my dear, said the unhappy captain; Ive got a talent for description that runs away with me at times.

His niece gazed at him in perplexity.

You know what Chalk is, said Captain Bowers, appealingly. I was going to do it yesterday, only I forgot it, and he would have gone down on his knees for another sight of it. I dont like to seem disobliging to friends, and it seemed to me a good way out of it. Chalk is so eager  its like refusing a child, and I hurt his feelings only the other day.

Perhaps you burnt it after all and forgot it? said Prudence.

For the first time in her knowledge of him the captain got irritable with her. Ive not burnt it, he said, sharply. Wheres that Joseph? He must know something about it!

He moved to the foot of the staircase, but Miss Drewitt laid a detaining hand on his arm.

Joseph was in the room when you said that you had burnt it, she exclaimed. You cant contradict yourself like that before him. Besides, Im sure he has had nothing to do with it.

Somebodys got it, grumbled her uncle, pausing.

He dropped into his chair and looked at her in consternation. Good heavens! Suppose they go after it, he said, in a choking voice.

Well, it wont be your fault, said Prudence. You havent broken your word intentionally.

But the captain paid no heed. He was staring wild-eyed into vacancy and rumpling his grey hair until it stood at all angles. His face reflected varying emotions.

Somebody has got it, he said again.

Whoever it is will get no good by it, said Miss Drewitt, who had had a pious upbringing.

And if theyve got the map theyll go after the island, said the captain, pursuing his train of thought.

Perhaps they wont find it after all, said Prudence.

Perhaps they wont, said the captain, gruffly.

He got up and paced the room restlessly. Prudence, watching him with much sympathy, had a sudden idea.

Edward Tredgold was in here alone this afternoon, she said, significantly.

No, no, said the captain, warmly. Whoever has got it, it isnt Edward Tredgold. I expect the talk about it has leaked out and somebody has slipped in and taken it. I ought to have been more careful.

He started when you said that you had burnt it, persisted Miss Drewitt, unwilling to give up a theory so much to her liking. You mark my words if his father and Mr. Chalk and that Mr. Stobell dont go away for a holiday soon. Good-night.

She kissed him affectionately under the left eye  a place overlooked by his beard  and went upstairs again. The captain filled his pipe and, resuming his chair, sat in a brown study until the clock of the neighbouring church struck two.

It was about the same time that Mr. Chalk fell asleep, thoroughly worn out by the events of the evening and a conversation with Mr. Stobell and Mr. Tredgold, whom he had met on the way home waiting for him.

The opinion of Mr. Tredgold senior, an opinion in which Mr. Stobell fully acquiesced, was that Mr. Chalk had ruined everything by displaying all along a youthful impetuosity sadly out of place in one of his years and standing. The offenders plea that he had thought it best to strike while the iron was hot only exposed him to further contumely.

Well, its no good talking about it, said Mr. Tredgold, impatiently. Its all over now and done with.

Half a million clean chucked away, said Mr. Stobell.

Mr. Chalk shook his head and, finding that his friends had by no means exhausted the subject, suddenly bethought himself of an engagement and left them.

Miss Vickers, who heard the news from Mr. Joseph Tasker, received it with an amount of amazement highly gratifying to his powers as a narrator. Her strongly expressed opinion afterwards that he had misunderstood what he had heard was not so agreeable.

I suppose I can believe my own ears? he said, in an injured voice.

He must have been making fun of them all, said Selina. He couldnt have burnt it  he couldnt.

Why not? inquired the other, surprised at her vehemence.

Miss Vickers hesitated. Because it would be such a silly thing to do, she said, at last. Now, tell me what you heard all over again  slow.

Mr. Tasker complied.

I cant make head or tail of it, said Miss Vickers when he had finished.

Seems simple enough to me, said Joseph, staring at her.

All things seem simple when you dont know them, said Miss Vickers, vaguely.

She walked home in a thoughtful mood, and for a day or two went about the house with an air of preoccupation which was a source of much speculation to the family. George Vickers, aged six, was driven to the verge of madness by being washed. Three times in succession one morning; a gag of well-soaped flannel being applied with mechanical regularity each time that he strove to point out the unwashed condition of Martha and Charles. His turn came when the exultant couple, charged with having made themselves dirty in the shortest time on record, were deprived of their breakfast. Mr. Vickers, having committed one or two minor misdemeanours unchallenged, attributed his daughters condition to love, and began to speak of that passion with more indulgence than he had done since his marriage.

Miss Vickerss abstraction, however, lasted but three days. On the fourth she was herself again, and, having spent the day in hard work, dressed herself with unusual care in the evening and went out.

The evening was fine and the air, to one who had been at work indoors all day, delightful. Miss Vickers walked briskly along with the smile of a person who has solved a difficult problem, but as she drew near the Horse and Groom, a hostelry of retiring habits, standing well back from the road, the smile faded and she stood face to face with the stern realities of life.
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A few yards from the side-door Mr. Vickers stood smoking a contemplative pipe; the side-door itself had just closed behind a tall man in corduroys, who bore in his right hand a large mug made of pewter.

Ho! said Selina, so this is how you go on the moment my back is turned, is it?

What dye mean? demanded Mr. Vickers, blustering.

You know what I mean, said his daughter, standing outside and sending Bill Russell in to get you beer. Thats what I mean.

Mr. Vickers turned, and with a little dramatic start intimated that he had caught sight of Mr. Russell for the first time that evening. Mr. Russell himself sought to improve the occasion.

Wish I may die he began, solemnly.

Like a policeman, continued Selina, regarding her father indignantly.

I wish I was a policeman, muttered Mr. Vickers. Id show some of you.

What have you got to say for yourself? demanded Miss Vickers, shortly.

Nothing, said the culprit. I spose I can stand where I like? Theres no law agin it.

Do you mean to say that you didnt send Bill in to get you some beer? said his daughter.

Certainly not, said Mr. Vickers, with great indignation. I shouldnt think of such a thing.

I shouldnt get it if e did, said Mr. Russell, virtuously.

Whose beer is it, then? said Selina.

Why, Bills, I spose; how should I know? replied Mr. Vickers.

Yes, its mine, said Mr. Russell.

Drink it up, then, commanded Miss Vickers, sternly.

Both men started, and then Mr. Russell, bestowing a look of infinite compassion upon his unfortunate friend, raised the mug obediently to his sensitive lips. Always a kind-hearted man, he was glad when the gradual tilting necessary to the occasion had blotted out the picture of indignation which raged helplessly before him.

I ope youre satisfied now, he said severely to the girl, as he turned a triumphant glance on Mr. Vickers, which that gentleman met with a cold stare.

Miss Vickers paid no heed. You get off home, she said to her father; Ill see to the Horse and Groom to-morrow.

Mr. Vickers muttered something under his breath, and then, with a forlorn attempt at dignity, departed.

Miss Vickers, ignoring the remarks of one or two fathers of families who were volunteering information as to what they would do if she were their daughter, watched him out of sight and resumed her walk. She turned once or twice as though to make sure that she was not observed, and then, making her way in the direction of Mr. Chalks house, approached it cautiously from the back.

Mr. Chalk, who was in the garden engaged in the useful and healthful occupation of digging, became aware after a time of a low whistle proceeding from the farther end. He glanced almost mechanically in that direction, and then nearly dropped his spade as he made out a girls head surmounted by a large hat. The light was getting dim, but the hat had an odd appearance of familiarity. A stealthy glance in the other direction showed him the figure of Mrs. Chalk standing to attention just inside the open French windows of the drawing-room.
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The whistle came again, slightly increased in volume. Mr. Chalk, pausing merely to wipe his brow, which had suddenly become very damp, bent to his work with renewed vigour. It is an old idea that whistling aids manual labour; Mr. Chalk, moistening his lips with a tongue grown all too feverish for the task, began to whistle a popular air with much liveliness.

The idea was ingenious, but hopeless from the start. The whistle at the end of the garden became piercing in its endeavour to attract attention, and, what was worse, developed an odd note of entreaty. Mr. Chalk, pale with apprehension, could bear no more.

Well, I think Ive done enough for one night, he observed, cheerfully and loudly, as he thrust his spade into the ground and took his coat from a neighbouring bush.

He turned to go indoors and, knowing his wifes objection to dirty boots, made for the door near the kitchen. As he passed the drawing-room window, however, a low but imperative voice pronounced his name.

Yes, my dear, said Mr. Chalk.

Theres a friend of yours whistling for you, said his wife, with forced calmness.

Whistling? said Mr. Chalk, with as much surprise as a man could assume in face of the noise from the bottom of the garden.

Do you mean to tell me you cant hear it? demanded his wife, in a choking voice.

Mr. Chalk lost his presence of mind. I thought it was a bird, he said, assuming a listening attitude.

Bird? gasped the indignant Mrs. Chalk. Look down there. Do you call that a bird?

Mr. Chalk looked and uttered a little cry of astonishment.

I suppose she wants to see one of the servants, he said, at last; but why doesnt she go round to the side entrance? I shall have to speak to them about it.

Mrs. Chalk drew herself up and eyed him with superb disdain.

Go down and speak to her, she commanded. Certainly not, said Mr. Chalk, braving her, although his voice trembled.

Why not?

Because if I did you would ask me what she said, and when I told you you wouldnt believe me, said Mr. Chalk.

You  you decline to go down? said his wife, in a voice shaking with emotion.

I do, said Mr. Chalk, firmly. Why dont you go yourself?

Mrs. Chalk eyed him for a moment in scornful silence, and then stepped to the window and sailed majestically down the garden. Mr. Chalk watched her, with parted lips, and then he began to breathe more freely as the whistle ceased and the head suddenly disappeared. Still a little nervous, he watched his wife to the end of the garden and saw her crane her head over the fence. By the time she returned he was sitting in an attitude of careless ease, with his back to the window.

Well? he said, with assurance.

Mrs. Chalk stood stock-still, and the intensity of her gaze drew Mr. Chalks eyes to her face despite his will. For a few seconds she gazed at him in silence, and then, drawing her skirts together, swept violently out of the room.


CHAPTER VII

Mr. Chalk made but a poor breakfast next morning, the effort to display a feeling of proper sympathy with Mrs. Chalk, who was presiding in gloomy silence at the coffee-pot, and at the same time to maintain an air of cheerful innocence as to the cause of her behaviour, being almost beyond his powers. He chipped his egg with a painstaking attempt to avoid noise, and swallowed each mouthful with a feeble pretence of not knowing that she was watching him as he ate. Her glance conveyed a scornful reproach that he could eat at all in such circumstances, and, that there might be no mistake as to her own feelings, she ostentatiously pushed the toast-rack and egg-stand away from her.

You  youre not eating, my dear, said Mr. Chalk.

If I ate anything it would choke me, was the reply.

Mr. Chalk affected surprise, but his voice quavered. To cover his discomfiture he passed his cup up for more coffee, shivering despite himself, as he noticed the elaborate care which Mrs. Chalk displayed in rinsing out the cup and filling it to the very brim. Beyond raising her eyes to the ceiling when he took another piece of toast, she made no sign.
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Youre not looking yourself, ventured Mr. Chalk, after a time.

His wife received the information silence.

Ive noticed it for some time, said the thoughtful husband, making another effort. Its worried me.

Im not getting younger, I know, assented Mrs. Chalk. But if you think that thats any excuse for your goings on, youre mistaken.

Mr. Chalk murmured something to the effect that he did not understand her.

You understand well enough, was the reply. When that girl came whistling over the fence last night you said you thought it was a bird.

I did, said Mr. Chalk, hastily taking a spoonful of egg.

Mrs. Chalks face flamed. What sort of bird? she demanded.

Singin bird, replied her husband, with nervous glibness.

Mrs. Chalk left the room.

Mr. Chalk finished his breakfast with an effort, and then, moving to the window, lit his pipe and sat for some time in moody thought. A little natural curiosity as to the identity of the fair whistler would, however, not be denied, and the names of Binchesters fairest daughters passed in review before him. Almost unconsciously he got up and surveyed himself in the glass.

Theres no accounting for tastes, he said to himself, in modest explanation.

His mind still dwelt on the subject as he stood in the hall later on in the morning, brushing his hat, preparatory to taking his usual walk. Mrs. Chalk, upstairs listening, thought that he would never have finished, and drew her own conclusions.

With the air of a man whose time hangs upon his hands Mr. Chalk sauntered slowly through the narrow by-ways of Binchester. He read all the notices pasted on the door of the Town Hall and bought some stamps at the post-office, but the morning dragged slowly, and he bent his steps at last in the direction of Tredgolds office, in the faint hope of a little conversation.

To his surprise, Mr. Tredgold senior was in an unusually affable mood. He pushed his papers aside at once, and, motioning his visitor to a chair, greeted him with much heartiness.

Just the man I wanted to see, he said, cheerfully. I want you to come round to my place at eight oclock to-night. Ive just seen Stobell, and hes coming too.

I will if I can, said Mr. Chalk.

You must come, said the other, seriously. Its business.

Business! said Mr. Chalk. I dont see

You will to-night, said Mr. Tredgold, with a mysterious smile. Ive sent Edward off to town on business, and we shant be interrupted. Goodbye. Im busy.

He shook hands with his visitor and led him to the door; Chalk, after a vain attempt to obtain particulars, walked slowly home.

Despite his curiosity it was nearly half-past eight when he arrived at Mr. Tredgolds that evening, and was admitted by his host. The latter, with a somewhat trite remark about the virtues of punctuality, led the way upstairs and threw open the door of his study.

Here he is, he announced.

A slender figure sitting bolt upright in a large grandfather-chair turned at their entrance, and revealed to the astonished Mr. Chalk the expressive features of Miss Selina Vickers; facing her at the opposite side of the room Mr. Stobell, palpably ruffled, eyed her balefully.

This is a new client of mine, said Tredgold, indicating Miss Vickers.
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Mr. Chalk said Good evening.

I tried to get a word with you last night, said Miss Vickers. I was down at the bottom of your garden whistling for over ten minutes as hard as I could whistle. I wonder you didnt hear me.

Hear you! cried Mr. Chalk, guiltily conscious of a feeling of disappointment quite beyond his control. What do you mean by coming and whistling for me, eh? What do you mean by it?

I wanted to see you private, said Miss Vickers, calmly, but its just as well. I went and saw Mr. Tredgold this morning instead.

On a matter of business, said Mr. Tredgold, looking at her. She came to me, as one of the ordinary public, about some  ha  land shes interested in.

An island, corroborated Miss Vickers.

Mr. Chalk took a chair and looked round in amazement. What, another? he said, faintly.

Mr. Tredgold coughed. My client is not a rich woman, he began.

Chalk knows that, interrupted Mr. Stobell. The airs and graces that girl will give herself if you go on like that  

But she has some property there which she is anxious to obtain, continued Mr. Tredgold, with a warning glance at the speaker. That being so  

Make him wish he may die first, interposed Miss Vickers, briskly.

Yes, yes; thats all right, said Tredgold, meeting Mr. Chalks startled gaze.

It will be when hes done it, retorted the determined Miss Vickers.

Its a secret, explained Mr. Tredgold, addressing his staring friend. And you must swear to keep it if its told you. Thats what she means. Ive had to and so has Stobell.

A fierce grunt from Mr. Stobell, who was still suffering from the remembrance of an indignity against which he had protested in vain, came as confirmation. Then the marvelling Mr. Chalk rose, and instructed by Miss Vickers took an oath, the efficacy of which consisted in a fervent hope that he might die if he broke it.

But whats it all about? he inquired, plaintively.

Mr. Tredgold conferred with Miss Vickers, and that lady, after a moments hesitation, drew a folded paper from her bosom and beckoned to Mr. Chalk. With a cry of amazement he recognised the identical map of Bowerss Island, which he had last seen in the hands of its namesake. It was impossible to mistake it, although an attempt to take it in his hand was promptly frustrated by the owner.

But Captain Bowers said that he had burnt it, he cried.

Mr. Tredgold eyed him coldly. Burnt what? he inquired.

The map, was the reply.

Just so, said Tredgold. You told me he had burnt a map.

Is this another, then? inquired Mr. Chalk.

Praps, said Miss Vickers, briefly.

As the captain said he had burnt his, this must be another, said Tredgold.

Didnt he burn it, then? inquired Mr. Chalk.

I should be sorry to disbelieve Captain Bowers, said Tredgold.

Couldnt be done, said the brooding Stobell, not if you tried.

Mr. Chalk sat still and eyed them in perplexity.

There is no doubt that this map refers to the same treasure as the one Captain Bowers had, said Tredgold, with the air of one making a generous admission. My client has not volunteered any statement as to how it came into her possession

And shes not going to, put in Miss Vickers, dispassionately.

It is enough for me that we have got it, resumed Mr. Tredgold. Now, we want you to join us in fitting out a ship and recovering the treasure. Equal expenses; equal shares.

What about Captain Bowers? inquired Mr. Chalk.

He is to have an equal share without any of the expense, said Tredgold. You know he gave us permission to find it if we could, so we are not injuring anybody.

He told us to go and find it, if you remember, said Stobell, and were going to.

Hell have a fortune handed to him without any trouble or being responsible in any way, said Tredgold, impressively. I should like to think there was somebody working to put a fortune like that into my lap. We shall have a fifth each.

Thatll be five-thousand-pounds for you, Selina, said Mr. Stobell, with a would-be benevolent smile.

Miss Vickers turned a composed little face upon him and languidly closed one eye.

I had two prizes for arithmetic when I was at school, she remarked; and dont you call me Selina, unless you want to be called Bobbie.

A sharp exclamation from Mr. Tredgold stopped all but the first three words of Mr. Stobells retort, but he said the rest under his breath with considerable relish.

Dont mind him, said Miss Vickers. Im half sorry I let him join, now. A man that used to work for him once told me that he was only half a gentleman, but hed never seen that half.

Mr. Stobell, afraid to trust himself, got up and leaned out of the window.

Well, were all agreed, then, said Tredgold, looking round.

Half a second, said Miss Vickers. Before I part with this map youve all got to sign a paper promising me my proper share, and to give me twenty pounds down.

Mr. Tredgold hesitated and looked serious. Mr. Chalk, somewhat dazed by the events of the evening, blinked at him solemnly. Mr. Stobell withdrew his head from the window and spoke.

TWENTY-POUNDS! he growled.

Twenty pounds, repeated Miss Vickers, or four hundred shillings, if you like it better. If you wait a moment Ill make it pennies.

She leaned back in her chair and, screwing her eyes tight, began the calculation. Twelve noughts are nought, she said, in a gabbling whisper; twelve noughts are nought, twelve fours are forty

All right, said Mr. Tredgold, who had been regarding this performance with astonished disapproval. You shall have the twenty pounds, but there is no necessity for us to sign any paper.

No, theres no necessity, said Miss Vickers, opening her small, sharp eyes again, only, if you dont do it, Ill find somebody that will.

Mr. Tredgold argued with her, but in vain; Mr. Chalk, taking up the argument and expanding it, fared no better; and Mr. Stobell, opening his mouth to contribute his mite, was quelled before he could get a word out.

Thems my terms, said Miss Vickers; takeem or leaveem, just as you please. I give you five minutes by the clock to make up your minds; Mr. Stobell can have six, because thinking takes him longer. And if you agree to do whats right  and Im letting you off easy  Mr. Tredgold is to keep the map and never to let it go out of his sight for a single instant.

She put her head round the side of the chair to make a note of the time, and then, sitting upright with her arms folded, awaited their decision. Before the time was up the terms were accepted, and Mr. Tredgold, drawing his chair to the table, prepared to draw up the required agreement.
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He composed several, but none which seemed to give general satisfaction. At the seventh attempt, however, he produced an agreement which, alluding in vague terms to a treasure quest in the Southern Seas on the strength of a map provided by Miss Vickers, promised one-fifth of the sum recovered to that lady, and was considered to meet the exigencies of the case. Miss Vickers herself, without being enthusiastic, said that she supposed it would have to do.

Another copy was avoided, but only with great difficulty, owing to her criticism of Mr. Stobells signature. It took the united and verbose efforts of Messrs. Chalk and Tredgold to assure her that it was in his usual style, and rather a good signature for him than otherwise. Miss Vickers, viewing it with her head on one side, asked whether he couldnt make his mark instead; a question which Mr. Stobell, at the pressing instance of his friends, left unanswered. Then Tredgold left the room to pay a visit to his safe, and, the other two gentlemen turning out their pockets, the required sum was made up, and with the agreement handed to Miss Vickers in exchange for the map.

She bade them good-night, and then, opening the door, paused with her hand on the knob and stood irresolute.

I hope Ive done right, she said, somewhat nervously. It was no good to anybody laying idle and being wasted. I havent stolen anything.

No, no, said Tredgold, hastily.

It seems ridiculous for all that money to be wasted, continued Miss Vickers, musingly. It doesnt belong to anybody, so nobody can be hurt by our taking it, and we can do a lot of good with it, if we like. I shall give some of mine away to the poor. We all will. Ill have it put in this paper.

She fumbled in her bodice for the document, and walked towards them.

We cant alter it now, said Mr. Tredgold, decidedly.

Well do whats right, said Mr. Chalk, reassuringly.

Miss Vickers smiled at him. Yes, I know you will, she said, graciously, and I think Mr. Tredgold will, but

Youre leaving that door open, said Mr. Stobell, coldly, and the draughts blowing my head off, pretty near.

Miss Vickers eyed him scornfully, but in the absence of a crushing reply disdained one at all. She contented herself instead by going outside and closing the door after her with a sharpness which stirred every hair on his head.

Its a most extraordinary thing, said Mr. Chalk, as the three bent exultingly over the map. I could ha sworn to this map in a court of justice.

Dont you worry your head about it, advised Mr. Stobell.

Youve got your way at last, said Tredgold, with some severity. Were going for a cruise with you, and here you are raising objections.

Not objections, remonstrated the other; and, talking about the voyage, what about Mrs. Chalk? Shell want to come.

So will Mrs. Stobell, said that ladys proprietor, but she wont.

She mustnt hear of it till the last moment, said Tredgold, dictatorially; the quieter we keep the whole thing the better. Youre not to divulge a word of the cruise to anybody. When it does leak out it must be understood we are just going for a little pleasure jaunt. Mind, youve sworn to keep the whole affair secret.

Mr. Chalk screwed up his features in anxious perplexity, but made no comment.

The weathers fine, continued Tredgold, and theres nothing gained by delay. On Wednesday well take the train to Biddlecombe and have a look round. My idea is to buy a small, stout sailing-craft second-hand; ship a crew ostensibly for a pleasure trip, and sail as soon as possible.

Mr. Chalks face brightened. And well take some beads, and guns, and looking-glasses, and trade with the natives in the different islands we pass, he said, cheerfully. We may as well see something of the world while were about it.

Mr. Tredgold smiled indulgently and said they would see. Messrs. Stobell and Chalk, after a final glance at the map and a final perusal of the instructions at the back, took their departure.

Its like a dream, said the latter gentleman, as they walked down the High Street.

That Vickers girl ud like more dreams o the same sort, said Mr. Stobell, as he thrust his hand in his empty pocket.

Its all very well for you, continued Mr. Chalk, uneasily. But my wife is sure to insist upon coming.

Mr. Stobell sniffed. Ive got a wife too, he remarked.

Yes, said Mr. Chalk, in a burst of unwonted frankness, but it aint quite the same thing. Ive got a wife and Mrs. Stobell has got a husband  thats the difference.

Mr. Stobell pondered this remark for the rest of the way home. He came to the conclusion that the events of the evening had made Mr. Chalk a little light-headed.


CHAPTER VIII

Until he stood on the platform on Wednesday morning with his brother adventurers Mr. Chalk passed the time in a state of nervous excitement, which only tended to confirm his wife in her suspicions of his behaviour. Without any preliminaries he would burst out suddenly into snatches of sea-songs, the Bay of Biscay being an especial favourite, until Mrs. Chalk thought fit to observe that, if the thunder did roar like that she should not be afraid of it. Ever sensitive to a fault, Mr. Chalk fell back upon Tom Bowling, which he thought free from openings of that sort, until Mrs. Chalk, after commenting upon the inability of the late Mr. Bowling to hear the tempests howling, indulged in idle speculations as to what he would have thought of Mr. Chalks. Tredgold and Stobell bought papers on the station, but Mr. Chalk was in too exalted a mood for reading. The bustle and life as the train became due were admirably attuned to his feelings, and when it drew up and they embarked, to the clatter of milk-cans and the rumbling of trolleys, he was beaming with satisfaction.

I feel that I can smell the sea already, he remarked.

Mr. Stobell put down his paper and sniffed; then he resumed it again and, meeting Mr. Tredgolds eye over the top of it, sniffed more loudly than before.

Have you told Edward that you are going to sea? inquired Mr. Chalk, leaning over to Tredgold.

Certainly not, was the reply; I dont want anybody to know till the last possible moment. You havent given your wife any hint as to why you are going to Biddlecombe to-day, have you?

Mr. Chalk shook his head. I told her that you had got business there, and that I was going with you just for the outing, he said. What shell say when she finds out

His imagination failed him and, a prey to forebodings, he tried to divert his mind by looking out of window. His countenance cleared as they neared Biddlecombe, and, the line running for some distance by the side of the river, he amused himself by gazing at various small craft left high and dry by the tide.

A short walk from the station brought them to the mouth of the river which constitutes the harbour of Biddlecombe. For a small port there was a goodly array of shipping, and Mr. Chalks pulse beat faster as his gaze wandered impartially from a stately barque in all the pride of fresh paint to dingy, sea-worn ketches and tiny yachts.

Uncertain how to commence operations, they walked thoughtfully up and down the quay. If any of the craft were for sale there was nothing to announce the fact, and the various suggestions which Mr. Chalk threw off from time to time as to the course they should pursue were hardly noticed.

One oclock, said Mr. Stobell, extracting a huge silver timepiece from his pocket, after a couple of wasted hours.

Lets have something to eat before we do any more, said Mr. Tredgold. After that well ferry over and look at the other side.

They made their way to the King of Hanover, an old inn, perched on the side of the harbour, and, mounting the stairs, entered the coffee-room, where Mr. Stobell, after hesitating for some time between the rival claims of roast beef and grilled chops, solved the difficulty by ordering both.

The only other occupant of the room, a short, wiry man, with a close-shaven, hard-bitten face, sat smoking, with a glass of whisky before him, in a bay window at the end of the room, which looked out on the harbour. There was a maritime flavour about him which at once enlisted Mr. Chalks sympathies and made him overlook the small, steely- grey eyes and large and somewhat brutal mouth.

Fine day, gentlemen, said the stranger, nodding affably to Mr. Chalk as he raised his glass. Mr. Chalk assented, and began a somewhat minute discussion upon the weather, which lasted until the waiter appeared with the lunch.
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Bring me another drop o whisky, George, said the stranger, as the latter was about to leave the room, and a little stronger, dye hear? A man might drink this and still be in the Band of Hope.

We thought it wouldnt do for you to get the chuck out of it after all these years, Capn Brisket, said George, calmly. Its a whisky thats kept special for teetotalers like you.

Captain Brisket gave a hoarse laugh and winked at Mr. Stobell; that gentleman, merely pausing to empty his mouth and drink half a glass of beer, winked back.

Been here before, sir? inquired the captain.

Mr. Stobell, who was busy again, left the reply to Mr. Chalk.

Several times, said the latter. Im very fond of the sea.

Captain Brisket nodded, and, taking up his glass, moved to the end of their table, with the air of a man disposed to conversation.

Theres not much doing in Biddlecombe nowadays, he remarked, shaking his head. Trade aint what it used to be; ships are more than half their time looking for freights. And even when they get them theyre hardly worth having.

Mr. Chalk started and, leaning over, whispered to Mr. Tredgold.

No harm in it, said the latter. Better leave it to me. Shippings dull, then? he inquired, turning to Captain Brisket.

Dull? was the reply. Dull aint no name for it.

Mr. Tredgold played with a salt-spoon and frowned thoughtfully.

Weve been looking round for a ship this morning, he said, slowly.

As passengers? inquired the captain, staring.

As owners, put in Mr. Chalk.

Captain Brisket, greatly interested, drew first his glass and then his chair a yard nearer. Do you mean that you want to buy one? he inquired.

Well, we might if we could get one cheap, admitted Tredgold, cautiously. We had some sort of an idea of a cruise to the South Pacific; pleasure, with perhaps a little trading mixed up with it. I suppose some of these old schooners can be picked up for the price of an old song?

The captain, grating his chair along the floor, came nearer still; so near that Mr. Stobell instinctively put out his right elbow.

Youve met just the right man, said Captain Brisket, with a boisterous laugh. I know a schooner, two hundred and forty tons, that is just the identical article youre looking for, good as new and sound as a bell. Are you going to sail her yourself?

No, said Mr. Stobell, without looking up, he aint.

Got a master? demanded Captain Brisket, with growing excitement. Dont tell me youve got a master.

Why not? growled Mr. Stobell, who, having by this time arrived at the cheese, felt that he had more leisure for conversation.

Because, shouted the other, hitting the table a thump with his fist that upset half his whisky because if you havent Bill Briskets your man.

The three gentlemen received this startling intelligence with such a lack of enthusiasm that Captain Brisket was fain to cover what in any other man might have been regarded as confusion by ringing the bell for George and inquiring with great sternness of manner why he had not brought him a full glass.

We cant do things in five minutes, said Mr. Tredgold, after a long and somewhat trying pause. First of all weve got to get a ship.

The craft you want is over the other side of the harbour waiting for you, said the captain, confidently. Well ferry over now if you like, or, if you prefer to go by yourselves, do; Bill Brisket is not the man to stand in anyones way, whether he gets anything out of it or not.

Hold hard, said Mr. Stobell, putting up his hand.

Captain Brisket regarded him with a beaming smile; Mr. Stobells two friends waited patiently.

What ud a schooner like that fetch? inquired Mr. Stobell.

It all depends, said Brisket. Of course, if I buy

Mr. Stobell held up his hand again. All depends whether you buy it for us or sell it for the man it belongs to, I spose? he said, slowly.

Captain Brisket jumped up, and to Mr. Chalks horror smote the speaker heavily on the back. Mr. Stobell, clenching a fist the size of a leg of mutton, pushed his chair back and prepared to rise.

Youre a trump, said Captain Brisket, in tones of unmistakable respect, thats what you are. Lord, if Id got the head for business you have I should be a man of fortune by now.

Mr. Stobell, who had half risen, sat down again, and, for the first time since his last contract but one, a smile played lightly about the corners of his mouth. He took another drink and, shaking his head slightly as he put the glass down, smiled again with the air of a man who has been reproached for making a pun.

Let me do it for you, said Captain Brisket, impressively. Ill tell you where to go without being seen in the matter or letting old Todd know that Im in it. Ask him a price and bate him down; when youve got his lowest, come to me and give me one pound in every ten I save you.

Mr. Tredgold looked at his friends. If we do that, he said, turning to the captain, it would be to your interest to buy the ship in any case. How are we to be sure she is seaworthy?

Ah, there you are! said Brisket, with an expansive smile. You let me buy for you and promise me the masters berth, provided you are satisfied with my credentials. Common sensell tell you I wouldnt risk my own carcass in a rotten ship.

Mr. Stobell nodded approval and, Captain Brisket with unexpected delicacy withdrawing to the window and becoming interested in the harbour, conferred for some time with his friends. The captains offer being accepted, subject to certain conditions, they settled their bill and made their way to the ferry.

Theres the schooner, said the captain, pointing, as they neared the opposite shore; the Fair Emily, and the place she is lying at is called Todds Wharf. Ask for Mr. Todd, or, better still, walk straight on to the wharf and have a look at her. The old manll see you fast enough.

He sprang nimbly ashore as the boats head touched the stairs, and after extending a hand to Mr. Chalk, which was coldly ignored, led the way up the steps to the quay.

Theres the wharf just along there, he said, pointing up the road. Ill wait for you at the Jack Ashore here. Dont offer him too much to begin with.

I thought of offering a hundred pounds, said Mr. Tredgold. If the ships sound we cant be very much out over that sum.

Captain Brisket stared at him. No; dont do that, he said, recovering, and speaking with great gravity. Offer him seventy. Good luck.

He watched them up the road and then, with a mysterious grin, turned into the Jack Ashore, and taking a seat in the bar waited patiently for their return.

Half an hour passed. The captain had smoked one pipe and was half through another. He glanced at the clock over the bar and fidgeted as an unpleasant idea that the bargain, despite Mr. Tredgolds ideas as to the value of schooners, might have been completed without his assistance occurred to him. He took a sip from his glass, and then his face softened as the faint sounds of a distant uproar broke upon his ear.

Whats that? said a customer.

The landlord, who was glancing at the paper, put it down and listened. Sounds like old Todd at it again, he said, coming round to the front of the bar.

The noise came closer. It is old Todd, said another customer, and hastily finishing his beer moved with the others to the door. Captain Brisket, with a fine air of indifference, lounged after them, and peering over their shoulders obtained a good view of the approaching disturbance.

His three patrons, with a hopeless attempt to appear unconcerned, were coming down the road, while close behind a respectable-looking old gentleman with a long, white beard and a voice like a foghorn almost danced with excitement. They quickened their pace as they neared the inn, and Mr. Chalk, throwing appearances to the winds, almost dived through the group at the door. He was at once followed by Mr. Tredgold, but Mr. Stobell, black with wrath, paused in the doorway.
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FETCHEM OUT, vociferated the old gentleman as the landlord barred the doorway with his arms. Fetch that red-whiskered one out and Ill eat him.

Whats the matter, Mr. Todd? inquired the landlord, with a glance at his friends. Whats he done?

Done? repeated the excitable Mr. Todd.

Done? They come walking on to my wharf as if the place  FETCH HIM OUT, he bawled, breaking off suddenly. Fetch him out and Ill skin him alive.

Captain Brisket took Mr. Stobell by the cuff and after a slight altercation drew him inside.

Tell that red-whiskered man to come outside, bawled Mr. Todd. Whats he afraid of?

What have you been doing to him? inquired Captain Brisket, turning to the pallid Mr. Chalk.

Nothing, was the reply.

Is he coming out? demanded the terrible voice, or have I got to wait here all night? Why dont he come outside, and Ill break every bone in his body.

Mr. Stobell scratched his head in gloomy perplexity; then, as his gaze fell upon the smiling countenances of Mr. Todds fellow-townsmen, his face cleared.

Hes an old man, he said, slowly, but if any of you would like to step outside with me for five minutes, youve only got to say the word, you know.

Nobody manifesting any signs of accepting this offer, he turned away and took a seat by the side of the indignant Tredgold. Mr. Todd, after a final outburst, began to feel exhausted, and forsaking his prey with much reluctance allowed himself to be led away. Snatches of a strong and copious benediction, only partly mellowed by distance, fell upon the ears of the listeners.

Did you offer him the seventy? inquired Captain Brisket, turning to Mr. Tredgold.

I did, said Mr. Chalk, plaintively.

Ah, said the captain, regarding him thoughtfully; perhaps you ought to ha made it eighty. Hes asking eight hundred for it, I understand.

Mr. Tredgold turned sharply. Eight hundred? he gasped.

The captain nodded. And Im not saying its not worth it, he said, but I might be able to get it for you for six. Youd better leave it to me now.
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Mr. Tredgold at first said he would have nothing more to do with it, but under the softening influence of a pipe and a glass was induced to reconsider his decision. Captain Brisket, waving farewells from the quay as they embarked on the ferryboat later on in the afternoon, bore in his pocket the cards of all three gentlemen, together with a commission entrusting him with the preliminary negotiations for the purchase of the Fair Emily.


CHAPTER IX

The church bells were ringing for morning service as Mr. Vickers, who had been for a stroll with Mr. William Russell and a couple of ferrets, returned home to breakfast. Contrary to custom, the small front room and the kitchen were both empty, and breakfast, with the exception of a cold herring and the bitter remains of a pot of tea, had been cleared away.

[image: img116.jpg]

Ive known men afore now, murmured Mr. Vickers, eyeing the herring disdainfully, as would take it by the tail and smackem acrost the face with it.

He cut himself a slice of bread, and, pouring out a cup of cold tea, began his meal, ever and anon stopping to listen, with a puzzled face, to a continuous squeaking overhead. It sounded like several pairs of new boots all squeaking at once, but Mr. Vickers, who was a reasonable man and past the age of self-deception, sought for a more probable cause.

A particularly aggressive squeak detached itself from the others and sounded on the stairs. The resemblance to the noise made by new boots was stronger than ever. It was new boots. The door opened, and Mr. Vickers, with a slice of bread arrested half-way to his mouth, sat gazing in astonishment at Charles Vickers, clad for the first time in his life in new raiment from top to toe. Ere he could voice inquiries, an avalanche of squeaks descended the stairs, and the rest of the children, all smartly clad, with Selina bringing up the rear, burst into the room.

What is it? demanded Mr. Vickers, in a voice husky with astonishment; a bean-feast?

Miss Vickers, who was doing up a glove which possessed more buttons than his own waistcoat, looked up and eyed him calmly. New clothes  and not before they wantedem, she replied, tartly.

New clothes? repeated her father, in a scandalized voice. Whered they getem?

Shop, said his daughter, briefly.

Mr. Vickers rose and, approaching his offspring, inspected them with the same interest that he would have bestowed upon a wax-works. A certain stiffness of pose combined with the glassy stare which met his gaze helped to favour the illusion.

For once in their lives theyre respectable, said Selina, regarding them with moist eyes. Soap and water theyve always had, blessem, but youve never seenem dressed like this before.

Before Mr. Vickers could frame a reply a squeaking which put all the others in the shade sounded from above. It crossed the floor on hurried excursions to different parts of the room, and then, hesitating for a moment at the head of the stairs, came slowly and ponderously down until Mrs. Vickers, looking somewhat nervous, stood revealed before her expectant husband. In scornful surprise he gazed at a blue cloth dress, a black velvet cape trimmed with bugles, and a bonnet so aggressively new that it had not yet accommodated itself to Mrs. Vickerss style of hair-dressing.

Go on! he breathed. Go on! Dont mind me. What, you  you  youre not going to church?

Mrs. Vickers glanced at the books in her hand  also new  and trembled.

And why not? demanded Selina. Why shouldnt we?

Mr. Vickers took another amazed glance round and his brow darkened.

Where did you get the money? he inquired.

Saved it, said his daughter, reddening despite herself.

Saved it? repeated the justly-astonished Mr. Vickers. Saved it? Ah! out of my money; out of the money I toil and moil for  out of the money that ought to be spent on food. No wonder youre always complaining that it aint enough. I wont ave it, dye hear? Ill have my rights; Ill  

Dont make so much noise, said his daughter, who was stooping down to ease one of Mrs. Vickerss boots. You would have fours, mother, and I told you what it would be.

He said that I ought to wear threes by rights, said Mrs. Vickers; I used to.

And I spose, said Mr. Vickers, who had been listening to these remarks with considerable impatience I spose theres a bran new suit o clothes, and a pair o boots, and arf-a-dozen shirts, and a new hat hid upstairs for me?

Yes, theyre hid all right, retorted the dutiful Miss Vickers. You go upstairs and amuse yourself looking forem. Go and have a game of hot boiled beans all by yourself.

Why, you must have been stinting me for years, continued Mr. Vickers, examining the various costumes in detail. This is what comes o keeping quiet and trusting you  not but what Ive ad my suspicions. My own kids taking the bread out o my mouth and buying boots with it; my own wife going about in a bonnet thats took me weeks and weeks to earn.
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His words fell on deaf ears. No adjutant getting his regiment ready for a march-past could have taken more trouble than Miss Vickers was taking at this moment over her small company. Caps were set straight and sleeves pulled down. Her face shone with pride and her eyes glistened as the small fry, discoursing in excited whispers, filed stiffly out.

A sudden cessation of gossip in neighbouring doorways testified to the impression made by their appearance. Past little startled groups the procession picked its way in squeaking pride, with Mrs. Vickers and Selina bringing up the rear. The children went by with little set, important faces; but Miss Vickerss little bows and pleased smiles of recognition to acquaintances were so lady-like that several untidy matrons retired inside their houses to wrestle grimly with feelings too strong for outside display.

Pack o prancing peacocks, said the unnatural Mr. Vickers, as the procession wound round the corner.

He stood looking vacantly up the street until the gathering excitement of his neighbours aroused new feelings. Vanity stirred within him, and leaning casually against the door-post he yawned and looked at the chimney-pots opposite. A neighbour in a pair of corduroy trousers, supported by one brace worn diagonally, shambled across the road.

Whats up? he inquired, with a jerk of the thumb in the direction of Mr. Vickerss vanished family.

Up? repeated Mr. Vickers, with an air of languid surprise.

Somebody died and left you a fortin? inquired the other.

Not as I knows of, replied Mr. Vickers, staring. Why?

Why? exclaimed the other. Why, new clothes all over. I never see such a turn-out.

Mr. Vickers regarded him with an air of lofty disdain. Kids must ave new clothes sometimes, I spose? he said, slowly. You wouldnt aveem going about of a Sunday in a ragged shirt and a pair of trowsis, would you?

The shaft passed harmlessly. Why not? said the other. They ginrally do.

Mr. Vickerss denial died away on his lips. In twos and threes his neighbours had drawn gradually near and now stood by listening expectantly. The idea of a fortune was common to all of them, and they were anxious for particulars.
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Some people have all the luck, said a stout matron. Ive ad thirteen and buried seven, and never ad so much as a chiney tea-pot left me. One thing is, I never could make up to people for the sake of what I could get out of them. I couldnt not if I tried. I must speak my mind free and independent.

Ah! thats how you get yourself disliked, said another lady, shaking her head sympathetically.

Disliked? said the stout matron, turning on her fiercely. What dye mean? You dont know what youre talking about. Whos getting themselves disliked?

A lot o good a chiney tea-pot would be to you, said the other, with a ready change of front, or any other kind o tea-pot.

Surprise and indignation deprived the stout matron of utterance.

Or a milk-jug either, pursued her opponent, following up her advantage. Or a coffee-pot, or

The stout matron advanced upon her, and her mien was so terrible that the other, retreating to her house, slammed the door behind her and continued the discussion from a first-floor window. Mint Street, with the conviction that Mr. Vickerss tidings could wait, swarmed across the road to listen.

Mr. Vickers himself listened for a little while to such fragments as came his way, and then, going indoors, sat down amid the remains of his breakfast to endeavour to solve the mystery of the new clothes.

He took a short clay pipe from his pocket, and, igniting a little piece of tobacco which remained in the bowl, endeavoured to form an estimate of the cost of each persons wardrobe. The sum soon becoming too large to work in his head, he had recourse to pencil and paper, and after five minutes hard labour sat gazing at a total which made his brain reel. The fact that immediately afterwards he was unable to find even a few grains of tobacco at the bottom of his box furnished a contrast which almost made him maudlin.

He sat sucking at his cold pipe and indulging in hopeless conjectures as to the source of so much wealth, and, with a sudden quickening of the pulse, wondered whether it had all been spent. His mind wandered from Selina to Mr. Joseph Tasker, and almost imperceptibly the absurdities of which young men in love could be capable occurred to him. He remembered the extravagances of his own youth, and bethinking himself of the sums he had squandered on the future Mrs. Vickers  sums which increased with the compound interest of repetition  came to the conclusion that Mr. Tasker had been more foolish still.

It seemed the only possible explanation. His eye brightened, and, knocking the ashes out of his pipe, he crossed to the tap and washed his face.

If he cant lend a trifle to the man whats going to be his father-in-law, he said, cheerfully, as he polished his face on a roller-towel, I shall tell im he cant have Selina, thats all. Ill go and see im afore she gets any more out of him.

He walked blithely up the road, and, after shaking off one or two inquirers whose curiosity was almost proof against insult, made his way to Dialstone Lane. In an unobtrusive fashion he glided round to the back, and, opening the kitchen door, bestowed a beaming smile upon the startled Joseph.

Busy, my lad? he inquired.

What dye want? asked Mr. Tasker, whose face was flushed with cooking.

Mr. Vickers opened the door a little wider, and, stepping inside, closed it softly behind him and dropped into a chair.

Dont be alarmed, my lad, he said, benevolently. Selinas all right.

What dye want? repeated Mr. Tasker. Who told you to come round here?

Mr. Vickers looked at him in reproachful surprise.

I suppose a father can come round to see his future son-in-law? he said, with some dignity. I dont want to do no interrupting of your work, Joseph, but I couldnt elp just stepping round to tell you how nice they all looked. Where you got the money from I cant think.

Have you gone dotty, or what? demanded Mr. Tasker, who was busy wiping out a saucepan. Who looked nice?

Mr. Vickers shook his head at him and smiled waggishly.

Ah! who? he said, with much enjoyment. I tell you it did my fathers art good to see em all dressed up like that; and when I thought of its all being owing to you, sit down at home in comfort with a pipe instead of coming to thank you for it I could not. Not if you was to have paid me I couldnt.

Look ere, said Mr. Tasker, putting the saucepan down with a bang, if you cant talk plain, common English youd better get out. I dont want you ere at all as a matter o fact, but to have you sitting there shaking your silly ead and talking a pack o nonsense is more than I can stand.

Mr. Vickers gazed at him in perplexity. Do you mean to tell me you havent been giving my Selina money to buy new clothes for the younguns? he demanded, sharply. Do you mean to tell me that Selina didnt get money out of you to buy herself and er mother and all of em  except me  a new rig-out from top to toe?

Dye think Ive gone mad, or what? inquired the amazed Mr. Tasker. What dye think I should want to buy clothes for your younguns for? Thats your duty. And Selina, too; I havent given er anything except a ring, and she lent me the money for that. Dye think Im made o money?

All right, Joseph, said Mr. Vickers, secretly incensed at this unforeseen display of caution on Mr. Taskers part. I spose the fairies come and putem on while they was asleep. But its dry work walking; ave you got such a thing as a glass o water you could give me?

The other took a glass from the dresser and, ignoring the eye of his prospective father-in-law, which was glued to a comfortable-looking barrel in the corner, filled it to the brim with fair water and handed it to him. Mr. Vickers, giving him a surly nod, took a couple of dainty sips and placed it on the table.

Its very nice water, he said, sarcastically.

Is it? said Mr. Tasker. We dont drink it ourselves, except in tea or coffee; the capn says it aint safe.

Mr. Vickers brought his eye from the barrel and glared at him.

I spose, Joseph, he said, after a long pause, during which Mr. Tasker was busy making up the fire I spose Selina didnt tell you you wasnt to tell me about the money?

I dont know what youre driving at, said the other, confronting him angrily. I havent got no money.

Mr. Vickers coughed. Dont say that, Joseph, he urged, softly; dont say that, my lad. As a matter o fact, I come round to you, interrupting of you in your work, and Im sorry for it  knowing how fond of it you are  to see whether I couldnt borrow a trifle for a day or two.

Ho, did you? commented Mr. Tasker, who had opened the oven door and was using his hand as a thermometer.

His visitor hesitated. It was no use asking for too much; on the other hand, to ask for less than he could get would be unpardonable folly.

If I could lay my hand on a couple o quid, he said, in a mysterious whisper, I could make it five in a week.

Well, why dont you? inquired Mr. Tasker, who was tenderly sucking the bulb of the thermometer after contact with the side of the oven.

Its the two quid thats the trouble, Joseph, replied Mr. Vickers, keeping his temper with difficulty. A little thing like that wouldnt be much trouble to you, I know, but to a pore man with a large family like me its amost impossible.

Mr. Tasker went outside to the larder, and returning with a small joint knelt down and thrust it carefully into the oven.

Amost impossible, repeated Mr. Vickers, with a sigh.

What is? inquired the other, who had not been listening.

The half-choking Mr. Vickers explained.

Yes, o course it is, assented Mr. Tasker.

People whats got money, said the offended Mr. Vickers, regarding him fiercely, stick to it like leeches. Now, suppose I was a young man keeping company with a gal and her father wanted to borrow a couple o quid  a paltry couple o thickuns  what dye think I should do?

If you was a young man  keeping company with a gal  and er father wanted  to borrow a couple of quid off o you  what would you do? repeated Mr. Tasker, mechanically, as he bustled to and fro.

Mr. Vickers nodded and smiled. What should I do? he inquired again, hopefully.

I dont know, Im sure, said the other, opening the oven door and peering in. How should I?

At the imminent risk of something inside giving way under the strain, Mr. Vickers restrained himself. He breathed hard, and glancing out of window sought to regain his equilibrium by becoming interested in a blackbird outside.

What I mean to say is, he said at length, in a trembling voice what I mean to say is, without no round-aboutedness, will you lend a ard-working man, whats going to be your future father-in-law, a couple o pounds?

Mr. Tasker laughed. It was not a loud laugh, nor yet a musical one. It was merely a laugh designed to convey to the incensed Mr. Vickers a strong sense of the absurdity of his request.

I asked you a question, said the latter gentleman, glaring at him.

I havent got a couple o pounds, replied Mr. Tasker; and if I ad, theres nine hundred and ninety-nine things I would sooner do with it than lend it to you.

Mr. Vickers rose and stood regarding the ignoble creature with profound contempt. His features worked and a host of adjectives crowded to his lips.
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Is that your last word, Joseph? he inquired, with solemn dignity.

Ill say it all over again if you like, said the obliging Mr. Tasker. If you want money, go and earn it, same as I have to; dont come round ere cadging on me, because its no good.

Mr. Vickers laughed; a dry, contemptuous laugh, terrible to hear.

And thats the man thats going to marry my daughter, he said, slowly; thats the man thats going to marry into my family. Dont you expect me to take you up and point you out as my son-in-law, cos I wont do it. If theres anything I cant abide its stinginess. And theres my gal  my pore gal dont know your real character. Wait till Ive told er about this morning and opened er eyes! Wait till

He stopped abruptly as the door leading to the front room opened and revealed the inquiring face of Captain Bowers.

Whats all this noise about, Joseph? demanded the captain, harshly.

Mr. Tasker attempted to explain, but his explanation involving a character for Mr. Vickers which that gentleman declined to accept on any terms, he broke in and began to give his own version of the affair. Much to Josephs surprise the captain listened patiently.

Did you buy all those things, Joseph? he inquired, carelessly, as Mr. Vickers paused for breath.

Certnly not, sir, replied Mr. Tasker. Where should I get the money from?

The captain eyed him without replying, and a sudden suspicion occurred to him. The strange disappearance of the map, followed by the sudden cessation of Mr. Chalks visits, began to link themselves to this tale of unexpected wealth. He bestowed another searching glance upon the agitated Mr. Tasker.

You havent sold anything lately, have you? he inquired, with startling gruffness.

I havent ad nothing to sell, sir, replied the other, in astonishment. And I dare say Mr. Vickers here saw a new pair o boots on one o the younguns and dreamt all the rest.

Mr. Vickers intervened with passion.

Thatll do, said the captain, sharply. How dare you make that noise in my house? I think that the tale about the clothes is all right, he added, turning to Joseph. I saw them go into church looking very smart. And you know nothing about it?

Mr. Taskers astonishment was too genuine to be mistaken, and the captain, watching him closely, transferred his suspicions to a more deserving object. Mr. Vickers caught his eye and essayed a smile.

Dry work talking, sir, he said, gently.

Captain Bowers eyed him steadily. Have we got any beer, Joseph? he inquired.

Plenty in the cask, sir, said Mr. Tasker, reluctantly.

Well, keep your eye on it, said the captain. Good morning, Mr. Vickers.

But disappointment and indignation got the better of Mr. Vickerss politeness.


CHAPTER X

Penny for your thoughts, uncle, said Miss Drewitt, as they sat at dinner an hour or two after the departure of Mr. Vickers.

Hm? said the captain, with a guilty start. Youve been scowling and smiling by turns for the last five minutes, said his niece.

I was thinking about that man that was here this morning, said the captain, slowly; trying to figure it out. If I thought that that girl Selina  

He took a draught of ale and shook his head solemnly.

You know my ideas about that, said Prudence.

Your poor mother was obstinate, commented the captain, regarding her tolerantly. Once she got an idea into her head it stuck there, and nothing made her more angry than proving to her that she was wrong. Trying to prove to her, I should have said.

Miss Drewitt smiled amiably. Well, youve earned half the sum, she said. Now, what were you smiling about?

Didnt know I was smiling, declared the captain.

With marvellous tact he turned the conversation to lighthouses, a subject upon which he discoursed with considerable fluency until the meal was finished. Miss Drewitt, who had a long memory and at least her fair share of curiosity, returned to the charge as he smoked half a pipe preparatory to accompanying her for a walk.

Youre looking very cheerful, she remarked.

The captains face fell several points. Am I? he said, ruefully. I didnt mean to.

Why not? inquired his niece.

I mean I didnt know I was, he replied, more than usual, I mean. I always do look fairly cheerful  at least, I hope I do. Theres nothing to make me look the opposite.

Miss Drewitt eyed him carefully and then passed upstairs to put on her hat. Relieved of her presence the captain walked to the small glass over the mantelpiece and, regarding his tell-tale features with gloomy dissatisfaction, acquired, after one or two attempts, an expression which he flattered himself defied analysis.

He tapped the barometer which hung by the door as they went out, and, checking a remark which rose to his lips, stole a satisfied glance at the face by his side.

Clarks farm by the footpaths would be a nice walk, said Miss Drewitt, as they reached the end of the lane.

The captain started. I was thinking of Dutton Priors, he said, slowly. We could go there by Hangers Lane and home by the road.

The footpaths would be nice to-day, urged his niece.

You try my way, said the captain, jovially.

Have you got any particular reason for wanting to go to Dutton Priors this afternoon? inquired the girl.

Reason? said the captain. Good gracious, no. What reason should I have? My leg is a trifle stiff to-day for stiles, but still

Miss Drewitt gave way at once, and, taking his arm, begged him to lean on her, questioning him anxiously as to his fitness for a walk in any direction.

Walkingll do it good, was the reply, as they proceeded slowly down the High Street.

He took his watch from his pocket, and, after comparing it with the town clock, peered furtively right and left, gradually slackening his pace until Miss Drewitts fears for his leg became almost contagious. At the old stone bridge, spanning the river at the bottom of the High Street, he paused, and, resting his arms on the parapet, became intent on a derelict punt. On the subject of sitting in a craft of that description in mid-stream catching fish he discoursed at such length that the girl eyed him in amazement.
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Shall we go on? she said, at length.

The captain turned and, merely pausing to point out the difference between the lines of a punt and a dinghy, with a digression to sampans which included a criticism of the Chinese as boat-builders, prepared to depart. He cast a swift glance up the road as he did so, and Miss Drewitts cheek flamed with sudden wrath as she saw Mr. Edward Tredgold hastening towards them. In a somewhat pointed manner she called her uncles attention to the fact.

Lor bless my soul, said that startled mariner, so it is. Well! well!

If Mr. Tredgold had been advancing on his head he could not have exhibited more surprise.

Im afraid Im late, said Tredgold, as he came up and shook hands. I hope you havent been waiting long.

The hapless captain coughed loud and long. He emerged from a large red pocket-handkerchief to find the eye of Miss Drewitt seeking his.

Thats all right, my lad, he said, huskily. Id forgotten about our arrangement. Did I say this Sunday or next?

This, said Mr. Tredgold, bluntly.

The captain coughed again, and with some pathos referred to the tricks which old age plays with memory. As they walked on he regaled them with selected instances.

Dont forget your leg, uncle, said Miss Drewitt, softly.

Captain Bowers gazed at her suspiciously.

Dont forget that its stiff and put too much strain on it, explained his niece.

The captain eyed her uneasily, but she was talking and laughing with Edward Tredgold in a most reassuring fashion. A choice portion of his programme, which, owing to the events of the afternoon, he had almost resolved to omit, clamoured for production. He stole another glance at his niece and resolved to risk it.

Hah! he said, suddenly, stopping short and feeling in his pockets. Theres my memory again. Well, of all the

Whats the matter, uncle? inquired Miss Drewitt.

Ive left my pipe at home, said the captain, in a desperate voice.

Ive got some cigars, suggested Tredgold.

The captain shook his head. No, I must have my pipe, he said, decidedly. If you two will walk on slowly, Ill soon catch you up.

Youre not going all the way back for it? exclaimed Miss Drewitt.

Let me go, said Tredgold.

The captain favoured him with an inscrutable glance. Ill go, he said, firmly. Im not quite sure where I left it. You go by Hangers Lane; Ill soon catch you up.

He set off at a pace which rendered protest unavailing. Mr. Tredgold turned, and, making a mental note of the fact that Miss Drewitt had suddenly added inches to her stature, walked on by her side.

Captain Bowers is very fond of his pipe, he said, after they had walked a little way in silence.

Miss Drewitt assented. Nasty things, she said, calmly.

So they are, said Mr. Tredgold.

But you smoke, said the girl.

Mr. Tredgold sighed. I have often thought of giving it up, he said, softly, and then I was afraid that it would look rather presumptuous.

Presumptuous? repeated Miss Drewitt.

So many better and wiser men than myself smoke, exclaimed Mr. Tredgold, including even bishops. If it is good enough for them, it ought to be good enough for me; thats the way I look at it. Who am I that I should be too proud to smoke? Who am I that I should try and set my poor ideas above those of my superiors? Do you see my point of view?

Miss Drewitt made no reply.

Of course, it is a thing that grows on one, continued Mr. Tredgold, with the air of making a concession. It is the first smoke that does the mischief; it is a fatal precedent. Unless, perhaps  How pretty that field is over there.

Miss Drewitt looked in the direction indicated. Very nice, she said, briefly. But what were you going to say?

Mr. Tredgold made an elaborate attempt to appear confused. I was going to say, he murmured, gently, unless, perhaps, one begins on coarse-cut Cavendish rolled in a piece of the margin of the Sunday newspaper.

Miss Drewitt suppressed an exclamation. I wanted to see where the fascination was, she indignantly.

And did you? inquired Mr. Tredgold, smoothly.

The girl turned her head and looked at him. I have no doubt my uncle gave you full particulars, she said, bitterly. It seems to me that men can gossip as much as women.

I tried to stop him, said the virtuous Mr. Tredgold.

You need not have troubled, said Miss Drewitt, loftily. It is not a matter of any consequence. I am surprised that my uncle should have thought it worth mentioning.

She walked on slowly with head erect, pausing occasionally to look round for the captain. Edward Tredgold looked too, and a feeling of annoyance at the childish stratagems of his well-meaning friend began to possess him.

We had better hurry a little, I think, he said, glancing at the sky. The sooner we get to Dutton Priors the better.

Why? inquired his companion.

Rain, said the other, briefly.

It wont rain before evening, said Miss Drewitt, confidently; uncle said so.

Perhaps we had better walk faster, though, urged Mr. Tredgold.

Miss Drewitt slackened her pace deliberately. There is no fear of its raining, she declared. And uncle will not catch us up if we walk fast.

A sudden glimpse into the immediate future was vouchsafed to Mr. Tredgold; for a fraction of a second the veil was lifted. Dont blame me if you get wet through, he said, with some anxiety.

They walked on at a pace which gave the captain every opportunity of overtaking them. The feat would not have been beyond the powers of an athletic tortoise, but the most careful scrutiny failed to reveal any signs of him.

Im afraid that he is not well, said Miss Drewitt, after a long, searching glance along the way they had come. Perhaps we had better go back. It does begin to look rather dark.

Just as you please, said Edward Tredgold, with unwonted caution; but the nearest shelter is Dutton Priors.

He pointed to a lurid, ragged cloud right ahead of them. As if in response, a low, growling rumble sounded overhead.

Was  was that thunder? said Miss Drewitt, drawing a little nearer to him.

Sounded something like it, was the reply.

A flash of lightning and a crashing peal that rent the skies put the matter beyond a doubt. Miss Drewitt, turning very pale, began to walk at a rapid pace in the direction of the village.

The other looked round in search of some nearer shelter. Already the pattering of heavy drops sounded in the lane, and before they had gone a dozen paces the rain came down in torrents. Two or three fields away a small shed offered the only shelter. Mr. Tredgold, taking his companion by the arm, started to run towards it.

Before they had gone a hundred yards they were wet through, but Miss Drewitt, holding her skirts in one hand and shivering at every flash, ran until they brought up at a tall gate, ornamented with barbed wire, behind which stood the shed.

The gate was locked, and the wire had been put on by a farmer who combined with great ingenuity a fervent hatred of his fellow-men. To Miss Drewitt it seemed insurmountable, but, aided by Mr. Tredgold and a peal of thunder which came to his assistance at a critical moment, she managed to clamber over and reach the shed. Mr. Tredgold followed at his leisure with a strip of braid torn from the bottom of her dress.
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The roof leaked in twenty places and the floor was a puddle, but it had certain redeeming features in Mr. Tredgolds eyes of which the girl knew nothing. He stood at the doorway watching the rain.

Come inside, said Miss Drewitt, in a trembling voice. You might be struck.

Mr. Tredgold experienced a sudden sense of solemn pleasure in this unexpected concern for his safety. He turned and eyed her.

Im not afraid, he said, with great gentleness.

No, but I am, said Miss Drewitt, petulantly, and I can never get over that gate alone.

Mr. Tredgold came inside, and for some time neither of them spoke. The rattle of rain on the roof became less deafening and began to drip through instead of forming little jets. A patch of blue sky showed.

It isnt much, said Tredgold, going to the door again.

Miss Drewitt, checking a sharp retort, returned to the door and looked out. The patch of blue increased in size; the rain ceased and the sun came out; birds exchanged congratulations from every tree. The girl, gathering up her wet skirts, walked to the gate, leaving her companion to follow.

Approached calmly and under a fair sky the climb was much easier.

I believe that I could have got over by myself after all, said Miss Drewitt, as she stood on the other side. I suppose that you were in too much of a hurry the last time. My dress is ruined.

She spoke calmly, but her face was clouded. From her manner during the rapid walk home Mr. Tredgold was enabled to see clearly that she was holding him responsible for the captains awkward behaviour; the rain; her spoiled clothes; and a severe cold in the immediate future. He glanced at her ruined hat and the wet, straight locks of hair hanging about her face, and held his peace.

Never before on a Sunday afternoon had Miss Drewitt known the streets of Binchester to be so full of people. She hurried on with bent head, looking straight before her, trying to imagine what she looked like. There was no sign of the captain, but as they turned into Dialstone Lane they both saw a huge, shaggy, grey head protruding from the small window of his bedroom. It disappeared with a suddenness almost startling.

Thank you, said Miss Drewitt, holding out her hand as she reached the door. Good-bye.

Mr. Tredgold said Good-bye, and with a furtive glance at the window above departed. Miss Drewitt, opening the door, looked round an empty room. Then the kitchen door opened and the face of Mr. Tasker, full of concern, appeared.

Did you get wet, miss? he inquired.

Miss Drewitt ignored the question. Where is Captain Bowers? she asked, in a clear, penetrating voice.

The face of Mr. Tasker fell. Hes gone to bed with a headache, miss, he replied.

Headache? repeated the astonished Miss Drewitt. When did he go?

About arf an hour ago, said Mr. Tasker; just after the storm. I suppose thats what caused it, though it seems funny, considering what a lot he must ha seen at sea. He said hed go straight to bed and try and sleep it off. And I was to ask you to please not to make a noise.

Miss Drewitt swept past him and mounted the stairs. At the captains door she paused, but the loud snoring of a determined man made her resolve to postpone her demands for an explanation to a more fitting opportunity. Tired, wet, and angry she gained her own room, and threw herself thoughtlessly into that famous old Chippendale chair which, in accordance with Mr. Tredgolds instructions, had been placed against the wall.

The captain started in his sleep.
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CHAPTER XI

Mr. Chalks anxiety during the negotiations for the purchase of the Fair Emily kept him oscillating between Tredgold and Stobell until those gentlemen fled at his approach and instructed their retainers to make untruthful statements as to their whereabouts. Daily letters from Captain Brisket stated that he was still haggling with Mr. Todd over the price, and Mr. Chalk quailed as he tried to picture the scene with that doughty champion.
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Three times at the earnest instigation of his friends, who pointed out the necessity of keeping up appearances, had he set out to pay a visit to Dialstone Lane, and three times had he turned back half-way as he realized the difficult nature of his task. As well ask a poacher to call on a gamekeeper the morning after a raid.

Captain Bowers, anxious to see him and sound him with a few carefully- prepared questions, noted his continued absence with regret. Despairing at last of a visit from Mr. Chalk, he resolved to pay one himself.

Mr. Chalk, who was listening to his wife, rose hastily at his entrance, and in great confusion invited him to a chair which was already occupied by Mrs. Chalks work-basket. The captain took another and, after listening to an incoherent statement about the weather, shook his head reproachfully at Mr. Chalk.

I thought something must have happened to you, he said. Why, it must be weeks since Ive seen you.

Weeks? said Mrs. Chalk, suddenly alert.

Why, he went out the day before yesterday to call on you.

Yes, said Mr. Chalk, with an effort, so I did, but half-way to yours I got a nail in my shoe and had to come home.

Home! exclaimed his wife. Why, you were gone two hours and thirty-five minutes.

It was very painful, said Mr. Chalk, as the captain stared in open-eyed astonishment at this exact time-keeping. One time I thought that I should hardly have got back.

But you didnt say anything about it, persisted his wife.

I didnt want to alarm you, my dear, said Mr. Chalk.

Mrs. Chalk looked at him, but, except for a long, shivering sigh which the visitor took for sympathy, made no comment.

I often think that I must have missed a great deal by keeping single, said the latter. It must be very pleasant when youre away to know that there is somebody at home counting the minutes until your return.

Mr. Chalk permitted himself one brief wondering glance in the speakers direction, and then gazed out of window.

Theres no companion like a wife, continued the captain. Nobody else can quite share your joys and sorrows as she can. Ive often thought how pleasant it must be to come home from a journey and tell your wife all about it: where youve been, what youve done, and what youre going to do.

Mr. Chalk stole another look at him; Mrs. Chalk, somewhat suspicious, followed his example.

Its a pity you never married, Captain Bowers, she said, at length; most men seem to do all they can to keep things from their wives. But one of these days  

She finished the sentence by an expressive glance at her husband. Captain Bowers, suddenly enlightened, hastened to change the subject.

I havent seen Tredgold or Stobell either, he said, gazing fixedly at Mr. Chalk.

They  they were talking about you only the other day, said that gentleman, nervously. Is Miss Drewitt well?

Quite well, said the captain, briefly. I was beginning to think you had all left Binchester, he continued; gone for a sea voyage or something.

Mr. Chalk laughed uneasily. I thought that Joseph wasnt looking very well the last time I saw you, he said, with an imploring glance at the captain to remind him of the presence of Mrs. Chalk.

Josephs all right, replied the other, so is the parrot.

Mr. Chalk started and said that he was glad to hear it, and sat trying to think of a safe subject for conversation.

Josephs a nice parrot, he said at last. The parrots a nice lad, I mean.

Thomas! said Mrs. Chalk.

Joseph-is-a-nice-lad, said Mr. Chalk, recovering himself. I have often thought  

The sentence was never completed, being interrupted by a thundering rat-tat-tat at the front door, followed by a pealing at the bell, which indicated that the visitor was manfully following the printed injunction to Ring also. The door was opened and a mans voice was heard in the hall-a loud, confident voice, at the sound of which Mr. Chalk, with one horrified glance in the direction of Captain Bowers, sank back in his chair and held his breath.

Captain Brisket, said the maid, opening the door.

The captain came in with a light, bustling step, and, having shaken Mr. Chalks hand with great fervour and acknowledged the presence of Captain Bowers and Mrs. Chalk by two spasmodic jerks of the head, sat bolt-upright on the edge of a chair and beamed brightly upon the horrified Chalk.

Ive got news, he said, hoarsely.

News? said the unfortunate Mr. Chalk, faintly.

Ah! said Brisket, nodding. News! Ive got her at last.

Mrs. Chalk started.

Ive got her, continued Captain Brisket, with an air of great enjoyment; and a fine job I had of it, I can tell you. Old Todd said he couldnt bear parting with her. Once or twice I thought he meant it.

Mr. Chalk made a desperate effort to catch his eye, but in vain. It was fixed in reminiscent joy on the ceiling.

We haggled about her for days, continued Brisket; but at last I won. The Fair Emily is yours, sir.

The fair who? cried Mrs. Chalk, in a terrible voice. Emily who? Emily what?

Captain Brisket turned and regarded her in amazement.

Emily who? repeated Mrs. Chalk.

Why, its began Brisket.

Hsh! said Mr. Chalk, desperately. Its a secret.

Its a secret, said Captain Brisket, nodding calmly at Mrs. Chalk.

Wrath and astonishment held her for the moment breathless. Mr. Chalk, caught between his wife and Captain Bowers, fortified himself with memories of the early martyrs and gave another warning glance at Brisket. For nearly two minutes that undaunted mariner met the gaze of Mrs. Chalk without flinching.

A  a secret? gasped the indignant woman at last, as she turned to her husband. You sit there and dare to tell me that?

It isnt my secret, said Mr. Chalk, else I should tell you at once.

It isnt his secret, said the complaisant Brisket.

Mrs. Chalk controlled herself by a great effort and, turning to Captain Brisket, addressed him almost calmly. Was it Emily that came whistling over the garden-wall the other night? she inquired.

Whis  ? said the hapless Brisket, making a noble effort. He finished the word with a cough and gazed with protruding eyes at Mr. Chalk. The appearance of that gentleman sobered him at once.

No, he said, slowly.

How do you know? inquired Mrs. Chalk.

Because she cant whistle, replied Captain Brisket, feeling his way carefully. And whats more, she wouldnt if she could. Shes been too well brought up for that.

He gave a cunning smile at Mr. Chalk, to which that gentleman, having decided at all hazards to keep the secret from Captain Bowers, made a ghastly response, and nodded to him to proceed.

Whats she got to do with my husband? demanded Mrs. Chalk, her voice rising despite herself.

Im coming to that, said Brisket, thoughtfully, as he gazed at the floor in all the agonies of composition; Mr. Chalk is trying to get her a new place.

New place? said Mrs. Chalk, in a choking voice.

Captain Brisket nodded. She aint happy where she is, he explained, and Mr. Chalk  out o pure good-nature and kindness of heart  is trying to get her another, and I honour him for it.

He looked round triumphantly. Mr. Chalk, sitting open-mouthed, was regarding him with the fascinated gaze of a rabbit before a boa-constrictor. Captain Bowers was listening with an appearance of interest which in more favourable circumstances would have been very flattering.

You said, cried Mrs. Chalk you said to my husband: The fair Emily is yours.
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So I did, said Brisket, anxiously so I did. And what I say I stick to. When I said that the  that Emily was his, I meant it. I dont say things I dont mean. That isnt Bill Briskets way.

And you said just now that he was getting her a place, Mrs. Chalk reminded him, grimly.

Mr. Chalk understands what I mean, said Captain Brisket, with dignity. When I said She is yours, I meant that she is coming here.

O-oh! said Mrs. Chalk, breathlessly. Oh, indeed! Oh, is she?

That is, if her motherll let her come, pursued the enterprising Brisket, with a look of great artfulness at Mr. Chalk, to call his attention to the bridge he was building for him; but the old womans been laid up lately and talks about not being able to spare her.

Mrs. Chalk sat back helplessly in her chair and gazed from her husband to Captain Brisket, and from Captain Brisket back to her husband. Captain Brisket, red-faced and confident, sat upright on the edge of his chair as though inviting inspection; Mr. Chalk plucked nervously at his fingers. Captain Bowers suddenly broke silence.

Whats her tonnage? he inquired abruptly, turning to Brisket.

Two hundred and for  

Captain Brisket stopped dead and, rubbing his nose hard with his forefinger, gazed thoughtfully at Captain Bowers.

The Fair Emily is a ship, said the latter to Mrs. Chalk.

A ship! cried the bewildered woman. A ship living with her invalid mother and coming to my husband to get her a place! Are you trying to screen him, too?

Its a ship, repeated Captain Bowers, sternly, as he sought in vain to meet the eye of Mr. Chalk; a craft of two hundred and something tons. For some reason  best known to himself  Mr. Chalk wants the matter kept secret.

It  it isnt my secret, faltered Mr. Chalk.

Wheres she lying? said Captain Bowers.

Mr. Chalk hesitated. Biddlecombe, he said, at last.

Captain Brisket laughed noisily and, smacking his leg with his open hand, smiled broadly upon the company. No response being forthcoming, he laughed again for his own edification, and sat good-humouredly waiting events.

Is this true, Thomas? demanded Mrs. Chalk.

Yes, my dear, was the reply.

Then why didnt you tell me, instead of sitting there listening to a string of falsehoods?

I  I wanted to give you a surprise  a pleasant little surprise, said Mr. Chalk, with a timid glance at Captain Bowers. I have bought a share in a schooner, to go for a little cruise. Just a jaunt for pleasure.

Tredgold, Stobell, and Chalk, said Captain Bowers, very distinctly.

I wanted to keep it secret until it had been repainted and done up, continued Mr. Chalk, watching his wifes face anxiously, and then Captain Brisket came in and spoilt it.

Thats me, maam, said the gentleman mentioned, shaking his head despairingly. Thats Bill Brisket all over. I come blundering in, and the first thing I do is to blurt out secrets; then, when I try to smooth it over  

Mrs. Chalk paid no heed. Alluding to the schooner as our yacht, she at once began to discuss the subject of the voyage, the dresses she would require, and the rival merits of shutting the house up or putting the servants on board wages. Under her skilful hands, aided by a few suggestions of Captain Briskets, the Fair Emily was in the short space of twenty minutes transformed into one of the most luxurious yachts that ever sailed the seas. Mr. Chalks heart failed him as he listened. His thoughts were with his partners in the enterprise, and he trembled as he thought of their comments.

It will do Mrs. Stobell a lot of good, said his wife, suddenly.

Mr. Chalk, about to speak, checked himself and blew his nose instead. The romance of the affair was beginning to evaporate. He sat in a state of great dejection, until Captain Bowers, having learned far more than he had anticipated, shook hands with impressive gravity and took his departure.

The captain walked home deep in thought, with a prolonged stare at the windows of Tredgolds office as he passed. The present whereabouts of the map was now quite clear, and at the top of Dialstone Lane he stopped and put his hand to his brow in consternation, as he thought of the elaborate expedition that was being fitted out for the recovery of the treasure.
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Prudence, who was sitting in the window reading, looked up at his entrance and smiled.

Edward Tredgold has been in to see you, she remarked.

The captain nodded. Couldnt he stop? he inquired.

I dont know, said his niece; I didnt see him. I was upstairs when he came.

Captain Bowers looked perturbed. Didnt you come down? he inquired.

I sent down word that I had a headache, said Miss Drewitt, carelessly.

Despite his sixty odd years the captain turned a little bit pink. I hope you are better now, he said, at last.

Oh, yes, said his niece; it wasnt very bad. Its strange that I should have a headache so soon after you; looks as though theyre in the family, doesnt it?

Somewhat to the captains relief she took up her book again without waiting for a reply, and sat reading until Mr. Tasker brought in the tea. The captain, who was in a very thoughtful mood, drank cup after cup in silence, and it was not until the meal was cleared away and he had had a few soothing whiffs at his pipe that he narrated the events of the afternoon.

There! said Prudence, her eyes sparkling with indignation. What did I say? Didnt I tell you that those three people would be taking a holiday soon? The idea of Mr. Tredgold venturing to come round here this afternoon!

He knows nothing about it, protested the captain.

Miss Drewitt shook her head obstinately. We shall see, she remarked. The idea of those men going after your treasure after you had said it wasnt to be touched! Why, its perfectly dishonest!

The captain blew a cloud of smoke from his mouth and watched it disperse. Perhaps they wont find it, he murmured.

Theyll find it, said his niece, confidently. Why shouldnt they? This Captain Brisket will find the island, and the rest will be easy.

They might not find the island, said the captain, blowing a cloud so dense that his face was almost hidden. Some of these little islands have been known to disappear quite suddenly. Volcanic action, you know. What are you smiling at? he added, sharply.

Thoughts, said Miss Drewitt, clasping her hands round her knee and smiling again. I was thinking how odd it would be if the island sank just as they landed upon it.


CHAPTER XII

Mr. Chalk, when half-awake next morning, tried to remember Mr. Stobells remarks of the night before; fully awake, he tried to forget them. He remembered, too, with a pang that Tredgold had been content to enact the part of a listener, and had made no attempt to check the somewhat unusual fluency of the aggrieved Mr. Stobell. The latters last instructions were that Mrs. Chalk was to be told, without loss of time, that her presence on the schooner was not to be thought of.

With all this on his mind Mr. Chalk made but a poor breakfast, and his appetite was not improved by his wifes enthusiastic remarks concerning the voyage. Breakfast over, she dispatched a note to Mrs. Stobell by the housemaid, with instructions to wait for a reply. Altogether six notes passed during the morning, and Mr. Chalk, who hazarded a fair notion as to their contents, became correspondingly gloomy.

Were to go up there at five, said his wife, after reading the last note. Mr. Stobell will be at tea at that time, and were to drop in as though by accident.

What for? inquired Mr. Chalk, affecting surprise. Go up where?

To talk to Mr. Stobell, said his wife, grimly. Fancy, poor Mrs. Stobell says that she is sure he wont let her come. I wish he was my husband, thats all.

Mr. Chalk muttered something about doing a little gardening.

You can do that another time, said Mrs. Chalk, coldly. Ive noticed youve been very fond of gardening lately.

The allusion was too indirect to contest, but Mr. Chalk reddened despite himself, and his wife, after regarding his confusion with a questioning eye, left him to his own devices and his conscience.

Mr. Stobell and his wife had just sat down to tea when they arrived, and Mrs. Stobell, rising from behind a huge tea-pot, gave a little cry of surprise as her friend entered the room, and kissed her affectionately.
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Well, who would have thought of seeing you? she cried. Sit down.

Mrs. Chalk sat down at the large table opposite Mr. Stobell; Mr. Chalk, without glancing in his wifes direction, seated himself by that gentlemans side.

Well, werent you surprised? inquired Mrs. Chalk, loudly, as her hostess passed her a cup of tea.

Surprised? said Mrs. Stobell, curiously.

Why, hasnt Mr. Stobell told you? exclaimed Mrs. Chalk.

Told me? repeated Mrs. Stobell, glancing indignantly at the wide-open eyes of Mr. Chalk. Told me what?

It was now Mrs. Chalks turn to appear surprised, and she did it so well that Mr. Chalk choked in his tea-cup. About the yachting trip, she said, with a glance at her husband that made his choking take on a ventriloquial effect of distance.

He  he didnt say anything to me about it, said Mrs. Stobell, timidly.

She glanced at her husband, but Mr. Stobell, taking an enormous bite out of a slice of bread and butter, made no sign.

Itll do you a world of good, said Mrs. Chalk, affectionately. Itll put a little colour in your cheeks.

Mrs. Stobell flushed. She was a faded little woman; faded eyes, faded hair, faded cheeks. It was even whispered that her love for Mr. Stobell was beginning to fade.

And I dont suppose youll mind the seasickness after you get used to it, said the considerate Mr. Chalk, and the storms, and the cyclones, and fogs, and collisions, and all that sort of thing.

If you can stand it, she can, said his wife, angrily.

But I dont understand, said Mrs. Stobell, appealingly. What yachting trip?

Mrs. Chalk began to explain; Mr. Stobell helped himself to another slice, and, except for a single glance under his heavy brows at Mr. Chalk, appeared to be oblivious of his surroundings.

It sounds very nice, said Mrs. Stobell, after her friend had finished her explanation. Perhaps it might do me good. I have tried a great many things.

Mr. Stobell ought to have taken you for a voyage long before, said Mrs. Chalk, with conviction. Still, better late than never.

The only thing is, said Mr. Chalk, speaking with an air of great benevolence, that if the sea didnt suit Mrs. Stobell, she would be unable to get away from it. And, of course, it might upset her very much.

Mr. Stobell wiped some crumbs from his moustache and looked up.

No, it wont, he said, briefly.

Is she a good sailor? queried Mr. Chalk, somewhat astonished at such a remark from that quarter.

Dont know, said Mr. Stobell, passing his cup up. But this trip wont upset her  she aint going.

Mrs. Chalk exclaimed loudly and exchanged glances of consternation with Mrs. Stobell; Mr. Stobell, having explained the position, took some more bread and butter and munched placidly.

Dont you think it would do her good? said Mrs. Chalk, at last.

Might, said Mr. Stobell, slowly, and then, again, it mightnt.

But theres no harm in trying, persisted Mrs. Chalk.

Mr. Stobell made no reply. Having reached his fifth slice he was now encouraging his appetite with apricot jam.

And its so cheap, continued Mrs. Chalk.

Thats the way I look at it. If she shuts up the house and gets rid of the servants, same as I am going to do, it will save a lot of money.

She glanced at Mr. Stobell, whose slowly working jaws and knitted brows appeared to indicate deep thought, and then gave a slight triumphant nod at his wife.

Servants are so expensive, she murmured. Really, I shouldnt be surprised if we saved money on the whole affair. And then think of her health. She has never quite recovered from that attack of bronchitis. She has never looked the same woman since. Think of your feelings if anything happened to her. Nothing would bring her back to you if once she went.

Went where? inquired Mr. Stobell, who was not attending very much.

If she died, I mean, said Mrs. Chalk, shortly.

Weve all got to die some day, said the philosophic Mr. Stobell. Shes forty-six.

Mrs. Stobell interposed. Not till September, Robert, she said, almost firmly.

It wouldnt be nice to be buried at sea, remarked Mr. Chalk, contributing his mite to the discussion. Of course, its very impressive; but to be left down there all alone while the ship sails on must be very hard.
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Mrs. Stobells eyes began to get large. Im feeling quite well, she gasped.

Yes, dear, said Mrs. Chalk, with a threatening glance at her husband. Of course, we know that. But a voyage would do you good. You cant deny that.

Mrs. Stobell, fumbling for her handkerchief, said in a tremulous voice that she had no wish to deny it. Mr. Stobell, appealed to by the energetic Mrs. Chalk, admitted at once that it might do his wife good, but that it wouldnt him.

Were going to be three jolly bachelors, he declared, and, first nudging Mr. Chalk to attract his attention, deliberately winked at him.

Oh, indeed! exclaimed Mrs. Chalk, drawing herself up; but you forget that I am coming.

Two jolly bachelors, then, said the undaunted Stobell.

No, said Mrs. Chalk, shaking her head, I am not going alone; if Mrs. Stobell cant come I would sooner stay at home.

Mr. Stobells face cleared; his mouth relaxed and his dull eyes got almost kindly. With the idea of calling the attention of Mr. Chalk to the pleasing results of a little firmness he placed his foot upon that gentlemans toe and bore heavily.

Best place for you, he said to Mrs. Chalk. Theres no place like home for ladies. You can have each other to tea every day if you like. In fact, theres no reason   he paused and looked at his wife, half doubtful that he was conceding too much theres no reason why you shouldnt sleep at each others sometimes.

He helped himself to some cake and, rendered polite by good-nature, offered some to Mrs. Chalk.

Mind, I shall not go unless Mrs. Stobell goes, said the latter, waving the plate away impatiently; that I am determined upon.

Mr. Chalk, feeling that appearances required it, ventured on a mild  a very mild  remonstrance.

And he, continued Mrs. Chalk, sternly, indicating her husband with a nod, doesnt go without me  not a single step, not an inch of the way.

Mr. Chalk collapsed and sat staring at her in dismay. Mr. Stobell, placing both hands on the table, pushed his chair back and eyed her disagreeably.

It seems to me   he began.

I know, said Mrs. Chalk, speaking with some rapidity I know just how it seems to you. But thats how it is. If you want my husband to go you have got to have me too, and if you have me you have got to have your wife, and if  

What, is there any more of you coming? demanded Mr. Stobell, with great bitterness.

Mrs. Chalk ignored the question. My husband wouldnt be happy without me, she said, primly. Would you, Thomas?

No, said Mr. Chalk, with a gulp.

We  were going a long way, said Mr. Stobell, after a long pause.

Longer the better, retorted Mrs. Chalk.

Were going among savages, continued Mr. Stobell, casting about for arguments; cannibal savages.

They wont eat her, said Mrs. Chalk, with a passing glance at the scanty proportions of her friend, not while youre about.

I dont like to take my wife into danger, said Mr. Stobell, with surly bashfulness; Im  Im too fond of her for that. And she dont want to come. Do you, Alice?

No, said Mrs. Stobell, dutifully, but I want to share your dangers, Robert.

Say yes or no without any trimmings, commanded her husband, as he intercepted a look passing between her and Mrs. Chalk. Do-you-want-to- come?

Mrs. Stobell trembled. I dont want to prevent Mr. Chalk from going, she murmured.

Never mind about him, said Mr. Stobell.

Do  you  want  to  come.

Yes, said Mrs. Stobell.

Her husband, hardly able to believe his ears, gazed at her in bewilderment. Very well, then, he said, in a voice that made the tea-cups rattle. COME!

He sat with bent brows gazing at the table as Mrs. Chalk, her face wreathed in triumphant smiles, began to discuss yachting costumes and other necessities of ocean travel with the quivering Mrs. Stobell. Unable to endure it any longer he rose and, in a voice by no means alluring, invited Mr. Chalk into the garden to smoke a pipe; Mr. Chalk, helping himself to two pieces of cake as evidence, said that he had not yet finished his tea. Owing partly to lack of appetite and partly to the face which Mr. Stobell pressed to the window every other minute to entice him out, he made but slow progress.

The matter was discussed next day as they journeyed down to Biddlecombe with Mr. Tredgold to complete the purchase of the schooner, the views of the latter gentleman coinciding so exactly with those of Mr. Stobell that Mr. Chalk was compelled to listen to the same lecture twice.

Under this infliction his spirits began to droop, nor did they revive until, from the ferry-boat, his eyes fell upon the masts of the Fair Emily, and the trim figure of Captain Brisket standing at the foot of the steps awaiting their arrival.

Weve had a stroke of good luck, gentlemen, said Brisket, in a husky whisper, as they followed him up the steps. See that man?

He pointed to a thin, dismal-looking man, standing a yard or two away, who was trying to appear unconscious of their scrutiny.
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Peter Duckett, said Brisket, in the same satisfied whisper.

Mr. Stobell, ever willing for a free show, stared at the dismal man and groped in the recesses of his memory. The name seemed familiar.

The man who ate three dozen hard-boiled eggs in four minutes? he asked, with a little excitement natural in the circumstances.

Captain Brisket stared at him. No; Peter Duckett, the finest mate that ever sailed, he said, with a flourish. Were lucky to have the chance of getting him, I can tell you. To see him handle sailormen is a revelation; to see him handle a ship  

He broke off and shook his head with the air of a man who despaired of doing justice to his subject. These are the gentlemen, Peter, he said, introducing them with a wave of his hand.

Mr. Duckett raised his cap, and tugging at a small patch of reddish-brown hair strangely resembling a door-mat in texture, which grew at the base of his chin, cleared his throat and said it was a fine morning.

Not much of a talker is Peter, said the genial Brisket. Hes a doer; thats what he is-a doer. Now, if youre willing  and I hope you are  hell come aboard with us and talk the matter over.

This proposition being assented to after a little delay on the part of Mr. Stobell, who appeared to think Mr. Ducketts lack of connection with the hard-boiled eggs somewhat suspicious, they proceeded to Todds Wharf and made a thorough inspection of the schooner. Mr. Chalks eyes grew bright and his step elastic. He roamed from forecastle to cabin and from cabin to galley, and, his practice with the crows-nest in Dialstone Lane standing him in good stead, wound up by ascending to the masthead and waving to his astonished friends below.

Mr. Todd came on board as he regained the deck, and, stroking his white beard, regarded him with an air of benevolent interest.

Theres no ill-feeling, he said, as Mr. Chalk eyed his outstretched hand somewhat dubiously. Youre a hard nut, thats what you are, and I pity anybody that has the cracking of you. A man that could come and offer me seventy pounds for a craft like this  seventy pounds, mind you, he added, with a rising colour, as he turned to the others seventy pounds, and a face like a baby. Why, when I think of it, DAMME IF I

DONT  

Captain Brisket laid his hand on his arm and with soothing words led him below. His voice was heard booming in the cabin until at length it ended in a roar of laughter, and Captain Brisket, appearing at the companion, beckoned them below, with a whispered injunction to Mr. Chalk to keep as much in the background as possible.

The business was soon concluded, and Mr. Chalks eye brightened again as he looked on his new property. Captain Brisket, in high good-humour, began to talk of accommodation, and, among other things, suggested a scheme of cutting through the bulkhead at the foot of the companion- ladder and building a commodious cabin with three berths in the hold.

There are two ladies coming, said Mr. Chalk.

Captain Brisket rubbed his chin. Id forgotten that, he said, slowly. Two, did you say?

It doesnt matter, said Mr. Stobell, fixing him with his left eye and slowly veiling the right. You go on with them alterations. One of the ladies can have your state-room and the other the mates bunk.

Where are Captain Brisket and the mate to sleep? inquired Mr. Chalk.

Anywhere, replied Mr. Stobell. With the crew if they like.

Captain Brisket, looking suddenly very solemn, shook his head and said that it was impossible. He spoke in moving terms of the danger to discipline, and called upon Mr. Duckett to confirm his fears. Meantime, Mr. Stobell, opening his right eye slowly, winked with the left.

You go on with them alterations, he repeated.

Captain Brisket started and reflected. A nod from Mr. Tredgold and a significant gesture in the direction of the unconscious Mr. Chalk decided him. Very good, gentlemen, he said, cheerfully. Im in your hands, and Peter Ducketll do what I do. Its settled hes coming, I suppose?

Mr. Tredgold, after a long look at the anxious face of Mr. Duckett, said Yes, and then at Captain Briskets suggestion the party adjourned to the Jack Ashore, where in a little room upstairs, not much larger than the schooners cabin, the preparations for the voyage were discussed in detail.

And mind, Peter, said Captain Brisket to his friend, as the pair strolled along by the harbour after their principals had departed, the less you say about this the better. We dont want any Biddlecombe men in it.

Why not? inquired the other.

Because, replied Brisket, lowering his voice, theres more in this than meets the eye. Theyre not the sort to go on a cruise to the islands for pleasure  except Chalk, that is. Ive been keeping my ears open, and theres something afoot. Dye take me?
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Mr. Duckett nodded shrewdly.

Ill pick a crew for em, said Brisket. A man here and a man there. Biddlecombe men aint tough enough. And now, what about that whisky youve been talking so much about?


CHAPTER XIII

Further secrecy as to the projected trip being now useless, Mr. Tredgold made the best of the situation and talked freely concerning it. To the astonished Edward he spoke feelingly of seeing the world before the insidious encroachments of age should render it impossible; to Captain Bowers, whom he met in the High Street, he discussed destinations with the air of a man whose mind was singularly open on the subject. If he had any choice it appeared that it was in the direction of North America.

You might do worse, said the captain, grimly.

Chalk, said Mr. Tredgold, meditatively Chalk favours the South. I think that he got rather excited by your description of the islands there. He is a very

If you are going to try and find that island I spoke about, interrupted the captain, impatiently, I warn you solemnly that you are wasting both your time and your money. If I had known of this voyage I would have told you so before. If you take my advice youll sell your schooner and stick to business you understand.

Mr. Tredgold laughed easily. We may look for it if we go that way, he said. I believe that Chalk has bought a trowel, in case we run up against it. He has got a romantic belief in coincidences, you know.

Very good, said the captain, turning away. Only dont blame me, whatever happens. You cant say I have not warned you.

He clutched his stick by the middle and strode off down the road. Mr. Tredgold, gazing after his retreating figure with a tolerant smile, wondered whether he would take his share of the treasure when it was offered to him.

The anxiety of Miss Vickers at this period was intense. Particulars of the purchase of the schooner were conveyed to her by letter, but the feminine desire of talking the matter over with somebody became too strong to be denied. She even waylaid Mr. Stobell one evening, and, despite every discouragement, insisted upon walking part of the way home with him. He sat for hours afterwards recalling the tit-bits of a summary of his personal charms with which she had supplied him.

Mr. Chalk spent the time in preparations for the voyage, purchasing, among other necessaries, a stock of firearms of all shapes and sizes, with which he practised in the garden. Most marksmen diminish gradually the size of their target; but Mr. Chalk, after starting with a medicine-bottle at a hundred yards, wound up with the greenhouse at fifteen. Mrs. Chalk, who was inside at the time tending an invalid geranium, acted as marker, and, although Mr. Chalk proved by actual measurement that the bullet had not gone within six inches of her, the range was closed.

[image: img130.jpg]

By the time the alterations on the Fair Emily were finished the summer was nearly at an end, and it was not until the 20th of August that the travellers met on Binchester platform. Mrs. Chalk, in a smart yachting costume, with a white-peaked cap, stood by a pile of luggage discoursing to an admiring circle of friends who had come to see her off. She had shut up her house and paid off her servants, and her pity for Mrs. Stobell, whose husband had forbidden such a course in her case, provided a suitable and agreeable subject for conversation. Mrs. Stobell had economised in quite a different direction, and Mrs. Chalk gazed in indignant pity at the one small box and the Gladstone bag which contained her wardrobe.
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She dont want to dress up on shipboard, said Mr. Stobell.

Mrs. Chalk turned and eyed her friends costume  a plain tweed coat and skirt, in which she had first appeared the spring before last.

If were away a year, she said, decidedly, shell be in rags before we get back.

Mr. Stobell said that fortunately they would be in a warm climate, and turned to greet the Tredgolds, who had just arrived. Then the train came in, and Mr. Chalk, appearing suddenly from behind the luggage, where he had been standing since he had first caught sight of the small, anxious face of Selina Vickers on the platform, entered the carriage and waved cheery adieus to Binchester.

To the eyes of Mr. Chalk and his wife Biddlecombe appeared to have put on holiday attire for the occasion. With smiling satisfaction they led the way to the ferry, Mrs. Chalks costume exciting so much attention that the remainder of the party hung behind to watch Edward Tredgold fasten his bootlace. It took two boats to convey the luggage to the schooner, and the cargo of the smaller craft shifting in mid-stream, the boatman pulled the remainder of the way with a large portion of it in his lap. Unfortunately, his mouth was free.

Mr. Chalk could not restrain a cry of admiration as he clambered on board the Fair Emily. The deck was as white as that of a man-of-war, and her brass-work twinkled in the sun. White paint work and the honest and healthy smell of tar completed his satisfaction. His chest expanded as he sniffed the breeze, and with a slight nautical roll paced up and down the spotless deck.
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And now, said Captain Brisket, after a couple of sturdy seamen had placed the mens luggage in the new cabin, which of you ladies is going to have my state-room, and which the mates bunk?

Mrs. Chalk started; she had taken it for granted that she was to have the state-room. She turned and eyed her friend anxiously.

The bunk seems to get the most air, said Mrs. Stobell. And its nearer the ladder in case of emergencies.

You have it, dear, said Mrs. Chalk, tenderly. Im not nervous.

But you are so fond of fresh air, said Mrs. Stobell, with a longing glance at the state-room. I dont like to be selfish.

Youre not, said Mrs. Chalk, with conviction.

Chalk and I will toss for it, said Mr. Stobell, who had been listening with some impatience. He spun a coin in the air, and Mr. Chalk, winning the bunk for his indignant wife, was at some pains to dilate upon its manifold advantages. Mrs. Stobell, with a protesting smile, had her things carried into the state-room, while Mrs. Chalk stood by listening coldly to plans for putting her heavy luggage in the hold.

What time do we start? inquired Tredgold senior, moving towards the companion-ladder.

Four oclock, sir, replied Brisket.

Mr. Stobell, his heavy features half-lit by an unwonted smile, turned and surveyed his friends. Ive ordered a little feed at the King of Hanover at half-past one, he said, awkwardly. Well be back on board by half-past three, captain.

Captain Brisket bowed, and the party were making preparations for departure when a hitch was caused by the behaviour of Mrs. Chalk, who was still brooding over the affair of the state-room. In the plainest of plain terms she declared that she did not want any luncheon and preferred to stay on board. Her gloom seemed to infect the whole party, Mr. Stobell in particular being so dejected that his wife eyed him in amazement.

Itll spoil it for all of us if you dont come, he said, with bashful surliness. Why, I arranged the lunch more for you than anybody. Itll be our last meal on shore.

Mrs. Chalk said that she had had so many meals on shore that she could afford to miss one, and Mr. Stobell, after eyeing her for some time in a manner strangely at variance with his words, drew his wife to one side and whispered fiercely in her ear.

Well, I shant go without her, said Mrs. Stobell, rejoining the group. What with losing that nice, airy bunk and getting that nasty, stuffy stateroom, I dont feel like eating.

Mrs. Chalks countenance cleared. Dont you like it, dear? she said, affectionately. Change, by all means, if you dont. Never mind about their stupid tossing.

Mrs. Stobell changed, and Mr. Tredgold senior, after waiting a decent interval for the sake of appearances, entreated both ladies to partake of the luncheon. Unable to resist any longer, Mrs. Chalk gave way, and in the ships boat, propelled by the brawny arms of two of the crew, went ashore with the others.

Luncheon was waiting for them in the coffee-room of the inn, and the table was brave with flowers and bottles of champagne. Impressed by the occasion George the waiter attended upon them with unusual decorum, and the landlady herself entered the room two or three times to see that things were proceeding properly.

Heres to our next meal on shore, said Mr. Chalk, raising his glass and nodding solemnly at Edward.

That will be tea for me, said the latter. I shall come back here, I expect, and take a solitary cup to your memory. Let me have a word as soon as you can.

You ought to get a cable from Sydney in about six or seven months, said his father.

His son nodded. Dont trouble about any expressions of affection, he urged; theyd come expensive. If you find me dead of overwork when you come back  

I shall contest the certificate, said his father, with unwonted frivolity.

I wonder how we shall sleep to-night? said Mrs. Stobell, with a little shiver. Fancy, only a few planks between us and the water!

That wont keep me awake, said Mrs. Chalk, decidedly; but I shouldnt sleep a wink if I had left my girls in the house, the same as you have. I should lie awake all night wondering what tricks theyd be up to.

But youve left your house unprotected, said Mrs. Stobell.

The house wont run away, retorted her friend, and Ive sent all my valuables to the bank and to friends to take care of, and had all my carpets taken up and beaten and warehoused. I cant imagine what Mr. Stobell was thinking of not to let you do the same.

Theres a lot as would like to know what Im thinking of sometimes, remarked Mr. Stobell, with a satisfied air.

Mrs. Chalk glanced at him superciliously, but, remembering that he was her host, refrained from the only comments she felt to be suitable to the occasion. Under the tactful guidance of Edward Tredgold the conversation was led to shipwrecks, fires at sea, and other subjects of the kind comforting to the landsman, Mr. Chalk favouring them with a tale of a giant octopus, culled from Captain Bowerss collection, which made Mrs. Stobells eyes dilate with horror.

You wont see any octopuses, said her husband. You neednt worry about them.

He got up from the table, and crossing to the window stood with his hands behind his back, smoking one of the King of Hanovers cigars.

Very good smoke this, he said, taking the cigar from his mouth and inspecting it critically. I think Ill take a box or two with me.

Just what I was thinking, said Mr. Jasper Tredgold. Lets go down and see the landlord.

Mr. Stobell followed him slowly from the room, leaving Mr. Chalk and Edward to entertain the ladies. The former gentleman, clad in a neat serge suit, an open collar, and a knotted necktie, leaned back in his chair, puffing contentedly at one of the cigars which had excited the encomiums of his friends. He was just about to help himself to a little more champagne when Mr. Stobell, reappearing at the door, requested him to come and give them the benefit of his opinion in the matter of cigars.

They dont seem up to sample, he said, with a growl; and youre a good judge of a cigar.

Mr. Chalk rose and followed him downstairs, where, to his great astonishment, he was at once seized by Mr. Tredgold and led outside.

Anything wrong? he demanded.

We must get to the ship at once, said Tredgold, in an excited whisper. The men!

Mr. Chalk, much startled, clapped his hands to his head and spoke of going back for his hat.

Never mind about your hat, said Stobell, impatiently; we havent got ours either.

He took Mr. Chalks other arm and started off at a rapid pace.

What is the matter? inquired Mr. Chalk, looking from one to the other.

Message from Captain Brisket to go on board at once, or he wont be answerable for the consequences, replied Tredgold, in a thrilling whisper; and, above all, to bring Mr. Chalk to quiet the men.

Mr. Chalk turned a ghastly white. Is it mutiny? he faltered. Already?
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Something o the sort, said Stobell.

Despite his friends great strength, Mr. Chalk for one moment almost brought him to a standstill. Then, in a tremulous voice, he spoke of going to the police.

We dont want the police, said Tredgold, sharply. If youre afraid, Chalk, youd better go back and stay with the ladies while we settle the affair.

Mr. Chalk flushed, and holding his head erect said no more. Mr. Duckett and a waterman were waiting for them at the stairs, and, barely giving them time to jump in, pushed off and pulled with rapid strokes to the schooner. Mr. Chalks heart failed him as they drew near and he saw men moving rapidly about her deck. His last thoughts as he clambered over the side were of his wife.

In blissful ignorance of his proceedings, Mrs. Chalk, having adjusted her cap in the glass and drawn on her gloves, sat patiently awaiting his return. She even drew a good-natured comparison between the time spent on choosing cigars and bonnets.

Theres plenty of time, she said, in reply to an uneasy remark of Mrs. Stobells. Its only just three, and we dont sail until four. What is that horrid, clanking noise?

Some craft getting up her anchor, said Edward, going to the window and leaning out. WHY! HALLOA!

Whats the matter? said both ladies.

Edward drew in his head and regarded them with an expression of some bewilderment.

Its the Fair Emily, he said, slowly, and shes hoisting her sails.

Just trying the machinery to see that its all right, I suppose, said Mrs. Chalk. My husband said that Captain Brisket is a very careful man.

Edward Tredgold made no reply. He glanced first at three hats standing in a row on the sideboard, and then at the ladies as they came to the window, and gazed with innocent curiosity at the schooner. Even as they looked she drew slowly ahead, and a boat piled up with luggage, which had been lying the other side of her, became visible. Mrs. Chalk gazed at it in stupefaction.

It cant be ours, she gasped. They  theyd never dare! They  they

She stood for a moment staring at the hats on the sideboard, and then, followed by the others, ran hastily downstairs. There was a hurried questioning of the astonished landlady, and then, Mrs. Chalk leading, they made their way to the stairs at a pace remarkable in a woman of her age and figure. Mrs. Stobell, assisted by Edward Tredgold, did her best to keep up with her, but she reached the goal some distance ahead, and, jumping heavily into a boat, pointed to the fast-receding schooner and bade the boatman overtake it.

Cant be done, maam, said the man, staring, not without wings.

Row hard, said Mrs. Chalk, in a voice of sharp encouragement.

The boatman, a man of few words, jerked his thumb in the direction of the Fair Emily, which was already responding to the motion of the sea outside.

You run up the road on to them cliffs and wave toem, he said, slowly. Wave ard.

Mrs. Chalk hesitated, and then, stepping out of the boat, resumed the pursuit by land. Ten minutes hurried walking brought them to the cliffs, and standing boldly on the verge she enacted, to the great admiration of a small crowd, the part of a human semaphore.

[image: img134.jpg]

The schooner, her bows pointing gradually seawards, for some time made no sign. Then a little group clustered at the stern and waved farewells.


CHAPTER XIV

Mrs. Chalk watched the schooner until it was a mere white speck on the horizon, a faint idea that it might yet see the error of its ways and return for her chaining her to the spot. Compelled at last to recognise the inevitable, she rose from the turf on which she had been sitting and, her face crimson with wrath, denounced husbands in general and her own in particular.

Its my husbands doing, Im sure, said Mrs. Stobell, with a side glance at her friends attire, not entirely devoid of self- congratulation. Thats why he wouldnt let me have a yachting costume. I can see it now.

Mrs. Chalk turned and eyed her with angry disdain.

And thats why he wouldnt let me bring more than one box, continued Mrs. Stobell, with the air of one to whom all things had been suddenly revealed; and why he wouldnt shut the house up. Oh, just fancy what a pickle I should have been in if I had! I must say it was thoughtful of him.

Thoughtful! exclaimed Mrs. Chalk, in a choking voice.

And I ought to have suspected something, continued Mrs. Stobell, because he kissed me this morning. I can see now that he meant it for goodbye! Well, I cant say Im surprised. Robert always does get his own way.

If you hadnt persuaded me to come ashore for that wretched luncheon, said Mrs. Chalk, in a deep voice, we should have been all right.

Im sure I wasnt to know, said her friend, although I certainly thought it odd when Robert said that he had got it principally for you. I could see you were a little bit flattered.

Mrs. Chalk, trembling with anger, sought in vain for a retort.

Well, its no good staying here, said Mrs. Stobell, philosophically. We had better get home.

Home! cried Mrs. Chalk, as a vision of her bare floors and dismantled walls rose before her. When I think of the deceitfulness of those men, giving us champagne and talking about the long evenings on board, I dont know what to do with myself. And your father was one of them, she added, turning suddenly upon Edward.

Mr. Tredgold disowned his erring parent with some haste, and, being by this time rather tired of the proceedings, suggested that they should return to the inn and look up trains  a proposal to which Mrs. Chalk, after a final glance seawards, silently assented. With head erect she led the way down to the town again, her bearing being so impressive that George the waiter, who had been watching for them, after handing her a letter which had been entrusted to him, beat a precipitate retreat.

The letter, which was from Mr. Stobell, was short and to the point. It narrated the artifice by which Mr. Chalk had been lured away, and concluded with a general statement that women were out of place on shipboard. This, Mrs. Stobell declared, after perusing the letter, was intended for an apology.

Mrs. Chalk received the information in stony silence, and, declining tea, made her way to the station and mounted guard over her boxes until the train was due. With the exception of saying Indeed! on three or four occasions she kept silent all the way to Binchester, and, arrived there, departed for home in a cab, in spite of a most pressing invitation from Mrs. Stobell to stay with her until her own house was habitable.

Mr. Tredgold parted from them both with relief. The voyage had been a source of wonder to him from its first inception, and the days proceedings had only served to increase the mystery. He made a light supper and, the house being too quiet for his taste, went for a meditative stroll. The shops were closed and the small thoroughfares almost deserted. He wondered whether it was too late to call and talk over the affair with Captain Bowers, and, still wondering, found himself in Dialstone Lane.

Two or three of the houses were in darkness, but there was a cheerful light behind the drawn blind of the captains sitting-room. He hesitated a moment and then rapped lightly on the door, and no answer being forthcoming rapped again. The door opened and revealed the amiable features of Mr. Tasker.

Captain Bowers has gone to London, sir, he said.

Mr. Tredgold drew his right foot back three inches, and at the same time tried to peer into the room.

Were expecting him back every moment, said Mr. Tasker, encouragingly.

Mr. Tredgold moved his foot forward again and pondered. Its very late, but I wanted to see him rather particularly, he murmured, as he stepped into the room.

Miss Drewitts in the garden, said Joseph.

Mr. Tredgold started and eyed him suspiciously. Mr. Taskers face, however, preserving its usual appearance of stolid simplicity, his features relaxed and he became thoughtful again.

Perhaps I might go into the garden, he suggested.

I should if I was you, sir, said Joseph, preceding him and throwing open the back door. Its fresher out there.

Mr. Tredgold stepped into the garden and stood blinking in the sudden darkness. There was no moon and the night was cloudy, a fact which accounted for his unusual politeness towards a cypress of somewhat stately bearing which stood at one corner of the small lawn. He replaced his hat hastily, and an apologetic remark concerning the lateness of his visit was never finished. A trifle confused, he walked down the garden, peering right and left as he went, but without finding the object of his search. Twice he paced the garden from end to end, and he had just arrived at the conclusion that Mr. Tasker had made a mistake when a faint sound high above his head apprised him of the true state of affairs.

He stood listening in amazement, but the sound was not repeated. Ordinary prudence and a sense of the fitness of things suggested that he should go home; inclination suggested that he should seat himself in the deck-chair at the foot of the crows-nest and await events. He sat down to consider the matter.

Sprawling comfortably in the chair he lit his pipe, his ear on the alert to catch the slightest sound of the captive in the cask above. The warm air was laden with the scent of flowers, and nothing stirred with the exception of Mr. Taskers shadow on the blind of the kitchen window. The clock in the neighbouring church chimed the three-quarters, and in due time boomed out the hour of ten. Mr. Tredgold knocked the ashes from his pipe and began seriously to consider his position. Lights went out in the next house. Huge shadows appeared on the kitchen blind and the light gradually faded, to reappear triumphantly in the room above. Anon the shadow of Mr. Taskers head was seen wrestling fiercely with its back collar-stud.

Mr. Tredgold! said a sharp voice from above.
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Mr. Tredgold sprang to his feet, overturning the chair in his haste, and gazed aloft.

Miss Drewitt! he cried, in accents of intense surprise.

I am coming down, said the voice.

Pray be careful, said Mr. Tredgold, anxiously; it is very dark. Can I help you?

Yes  you can go indoors, said Miss Drewitt.

Her tone was so decided and so bitter that Mr. Tredgold, merely staying long enough to urge extreme carefulness in the descent, did as he was desired. He went into the sitting-room and, standing uneasily by the fireplace, tried to think out his line of action. He was still floundering when he heard swift footsteps coming up the garden, and Miss Drewitt, very upright and somewhat flushed of face, confronted him.

I  I called to see the captain, he said, hastily, and Joseph told me you were in the garden. I couldnt see you anywhere, so I took the liberty of sitting out there to wait for the captains return.

Miss Drewitt listened impatiently. Did you know that I was up in the crows-nest? she demanded.

Joseph never said a word about it, said Mr. Tredgold, with an air of great frankness. He merely said that you were in the garden, and, not being able to find you, I thought that he was mistaken.

Did you know that I was up in the crows-nest? repeated Miss Drewitt, with ominous persistency.

A  a sort of idea that you might be there did occur to me after a time, admitted the other.

Did you know that I was there?

Mr. Tredgold gazed at her in feeble indignation, but the uselessness of denial made truth easier. Yes, he said, slowly.

Thank you, said the girl, scornfully. You thought that I shouldnt like to be caught up there, and that it would be an amusing and gentlemanly thing to do to keep me a prisoner. I quite understand. My estimate of you has turned out to be correct.

It was quite an accident, urged Mr. Tredgold, humbly. Ive had a very worrying day seeing them off at Biddlecombe, and when I heard you up in the nest I succumbed to sudden temptation. If I had stopped to think  if I had had the faintest idea that you would catechise me in the way you have done  I shouldnt have dreamt of doing such a thing.

Miss Drewitt, who was standing with her hand on the latch of the door leading upstairs, as a hint that the interview was at an end, could not restrain her indignation.

Your father and his friends have gone off to secure my uncles treasure, and you come straight on here, she cried, hotly. Do you think that there is no end to his good-nature?

Treasure? said the other, with a laugh. Why, that idea was knocked on the head when the map was burnt. Even Chalk wouldnt go on a roving commission to dig over all the islands in the South Pacific.

I dont see anything to laugh at, said the girl; my uncle fully intended to burn it. He was terribly upset when he found that it had disappeared.

Disappeared? cried Mr. Tredgold, in accents of unmistakable amazement. Why, wasnt it burnt after all? The captain said it was.

He was going to burn it, repeated the girl, watching him; but somebody took it from the bureau.

Took it? When? inquired the other, as the business of the yachting cruise began to appear before him in its true colours.

The afternoon you were here waiting for him, said Miss Drewitt.

Afternoon? repeated Mr. Tredgold, blankly. The afternoon I was   He drew himself up and eyed her angrily. Do you mean to say that you think I took the thing?

It doesnt matter what I think, said the girl. I suppose you wont deny that your friends have got it?

Yes; but you said that it was the afternoon I was here, persisted the other.

Miss Drewitt eyed him indignantly. The conscience-stricken culprit of a few minutes before had disappeared, leaving in his stead an arrogant young man, demanding explanations in a voice of almost unbecoming loudness.

You are shouting at me, she said, stiffly.

Mr. Tredgold apologised, but returned to the charge. I answered your question a little while ago, he said, in more moderate tones; now, please, answer mine. Do you think that I took the map?

I am not to be commanded to speak by you, said Miss Drewitt, standing very erect.

Fair-play is a jewel, said the other. Question for question. Do you?

Miss Drewitt looked at him and hesitated. No, she said, at last, with obvious reluctance.

Mr. Tredgolds countenance cleared and his eyes softened.

I suppose you admit that your father has got it? said the girl, noting these signs with some disapproval. How did he get it?

Mr. Tredgold shook his head. If those three overgrown babes find that treasure, he said, impressively, Ill doom myself to perpetual bachelorhood.

I answered your question just now, said the girl, very quietly, because I wanted to ask you one. Do you believe my uncles story about the buried treasure?

Mr. Tredgold eyed her uneasily. I never attached much importance to it, he replied. It seemed rather romantic.

Do you believe it?

No, said the other, doggedly.

The girl drew a long breath and favoured him with a look in which triumph and anger were strangely mingled.

I wonder you can visit him after thinking him capable of such a falsehood, she said, at last. You certainly wont be able to after I have told him.

I told you in confidence, was the reply. I have regarded it all along as a story told to amuse Chalk; that is all. I shall be very sorry if you say anything that might cause unpleasantness between myself and Captain Bowers.

I shall tell him as soon as he comes in, said Miss Drewitt. It is only right that he should know your opinion of him. Good-night.

Mr. Tredgold said good-night, and, walking to the door, stood for a moment regarding her thoughtfully. It was quite clear that in her present state of mind any appeal to her better nature would be worse than useless. He resolved to try the effect of a little humility.

I am very sorry for my behaviour in the garden, he said, sorrowfully.

It doesnt matter, said the girl; I wasnt at all surprised.

Mr. Tredgold recognised the failure of the new treatment at once. Of course, when I went into the garden I hadnt any idea that you would be in such an unlikely place, he said, with a kindly smile. Let us hope that you wont go there again.

Miss Drewitt, hardly able to believe her ears, let him go without a word, and in a dazed fashion stood at the door and watched him up the lane. When the captain came in a little later she was sitting in a stiff and uncomfortable attitude by the window, still thinking.

He was so tired after a long day in town that the girl, at considerable personal inconvenience, allowed him to finish his supper before recounting the manifold misdeeds of Mr. Tredgold. She waited until he had pushed his chair back and lit a pipe, and then without any preface plunged into the subject with an enthusiasm which she endeavoured in vain to make contagious. The captain listened in silence and turned a somewhat worried face in her direction when she had finished.

We cant all think alike, he said, feebly, as she waited with flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes for the verdict. I told you he hadnt taken the map. As for those three idiots and their harebrained voyage

But Mr. Tredgold said that he didnt believe in the treasure, said the wrathful Prudence. One thing is, he can never come here again; I think that I made him understand that. The idea of thinking that you could tell a falsehood!

The captain bent down and, picking a used match from the hearthrug, threw it carefully under the grate. Miss Drewitt watched him expectantly.

We mustnt quarrel with peoples opinions, he said, at last. Its a free country, and people can believe what they like. Look at Protestants and Catholics, for instance; their belief isnt the same, and yet Ive known em to be staunch friends.

Miss Drewitt shook her head. He can never come here again, she said, with great determination. He has insulted you, and if you were not the best-natured man in the world you would be as angry about it as I am.

The captain smoked in silence.

And his father and those other two men will come back with your treasure, continued Prudence, after waiting for some time for him to speak. And, so far as I can see, you wont even be able to prosecute them for it.

I shant do anything, said Captain Bowers, impatiently, as he rose and knocked out his half-smoked pipe, and I never want to hear another word about that treasure as long as I live. Im tired of it. It has caused more mischief and unpleasantness than  than it is worth. They are welcome to it for me.
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CHAPTER XV

Mr. Chalks foot had scarcely touched the deck of the schooner when Mr. Tredgold seized him by the arm and, whispering indistinctly in his ear, hurried him below.

Get your arms out of the cabin as quick as you can, he said, sharply. Then follow me up on deck.

Mr. Chalk, trembling violently, tried to speak, but in vain. A horrid clanking noise sounded overhead, and with the desperation of terror he turned into the new cabin and, collecting his weapons, began with frantic haste to load them. Then he dropped his rifle and sprang forward with a loud cry as he heard the door close smartly and the key turn in the lock.

He stood gazing stupidly at the door and listening to the noise overhead. The clanking ceased, and was succeeded by a rush of heavy feet, above which he heard Captain Brisket shouting hoarsely. He threw a despairing glance around his prison, and then looked up at the skylight. It was not big enough to crawl through, but he saw that by standing on the table he could get his head out. No less clearly he saw how easy it would be for a mutineer to hit it.

Huddled up in a corner of the cabin he tried to think. Tredgold and Stobell were strangely silent, and even the voice of Brisket had ceased. The suspense became unbearable. Then suddenly a faint creaking and straining of timbers apprised him of the fact that the Fair Emily was under way.

He sprang to his feet and beat heavily upon the door, but it was of stout wood and opened inwards. Then a bright idea, the result of reading sensational fiction, occurred to him, and raising his rifle to his shoulder he aimed at the lock and pulled the trigger.

The noise of the explosion in the small cabin was deafening, but, loud as it was, it failed to drown a cry of alarm outside. The sound of heavy feet and of two or three bodies struggling for precedence up the companion-ladder followed, and Mr. Chalk, still holding his smoking rifle and regarding a splintered hole in the centre of the panel, wondered whether he had hit anybody. He slipped in a fresh cartridge and, becoming conscious of a partial darkening of the skylight, aimed hastily at a face which appeared there. The face, which bore a strong resemblance to that of Mr. Stobell, disappeared with great suddenness.
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Hes gone clean off his head, said Captain Brisket, as Mr. Stobell staggered back.

Mad as a March hare, said Mr. Tredgold, shivering; its a wonder he didnt have one of us just now. Call down to him that its all right, Stobell.

Call yourself, said that gentleman, shortly.

Get a stick and raise the skylight, said Tredgold.

A loud report sounded from below. Mr. Chalk had fired a second and successful shot at the lock. Whats he doing? inquired Stobell, blankly.

A sharp exclamation from Captain Brisket was the only reply, and he turned just as Mr. Chalk, with a rifle in one hand and a revolver in the other, appeared on deck. The captains cry was echoed forward, and three of the crew dived with marvellous skill into the forecastle. The boy and two others dashed into the galley so hurriedly that the cook, who was peeping out, was borne backwards on to the stove and kept there, the things he said in the heat of the moment being attributed to excitement and attracting no attention. Tredgold, Brisket, and Stobell dodged behind the galley, and Mr. Chalk was left to gaze in open-mouthed wonder at the shrinking figure of Mr. Duckett at the wheel. They regarded each other in silence, until a stealthy step behind Mr. Chalk made him turn round smartly. Mr. Stobell, who was stealing up to secure him, dodged hastily behind the mainmast.

Stobell! cried Mr. Chalk, faintly.

Its all right, said the other.

Mr. Chalk regarded his proceedings in amazement. What are you hiding behind the mast for? he inquired, stepping towards him.

Mr. Stobell made no reply, but with an agility hardly to be expected of one of his bulk dashed behind the galley again.

A sense of mystery and unreality stole over Mr. Chalk. He began to think that he must be dreaming. He turned and looked at Mr. Duckett, and Mr. Duckett, trying to smile at him, contorted his face so horribly that he shrank back appalled. He looked about him and saw that they were now in open water and drawing gradually away from the land. The stillness and mystery became unbearable, and with an air of resolution he cocked his rifle and proceeded with infinite caution to stalk the galley. As he weathered it, with his finger on the trigger, Stobell and the others stole round the other side and, making a mad break aft, stumbled down the companion-ladder and secured themselves below.

Has everybody gone mad? inquired Mr. Chalk, approaching the mate again.

Everybody except you, sir, said Mr. Duckett, with great politeness.

Mr. Chalk looked forward again and nearly dropped his rifle as he saw three or four tousled heads protruding from the galley. Instinctively he took a step towards Mr. Duckett, and instinctively that much-enduring man threw up his hands and cried to him not to shoot. Mr. Chalk, pale of face and trembling of limb, strove to reassure him.

But its pointing towards me, said the mate, and youve got your finger on the trigger.
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Mr. Chalk apologized.

What did Tredgold and Stobell run away for? he demanded.

Mr. Duckett said that perhaps they were  like himself  nervous of firearms. He also, in reply to further questions, assured him that the mutiny was an affair of the past, and, gaining confidence, begged him to hold the wheel steady for a moment. Mr. Chalk, still clinging to his weapons, laid hold of it, and the mate, running to the companion, called to those below. Led by Mr. Stobell they came on deck.

Its all over now, said Tredgold, soothingly.

As peaceable as lambs, said Captain Brisket, taking a gentle hold of the rifle, while Stobell took the revolver.

Mr. Chalk smiled faintly, and then looked round in trepidation as the inmates of the galley drew near and scowled at him curiously.

Get forard! cried Brisket, turning on them sharply. Keep your own end o the ship. Dye hear?

The men shuffled off slowly, keeping a wary eye on Mr. Chalk as they went, the knowledge of the tempting mark offered by their backs to an eager sportsman being apparent to all.

Its all over, said Brisket, taking the wheel from the mate and motioning to him to go away, and after your determination, sir, therell be no more of it, Im sure.

But what was it? demanded Mr. Chalk. Mutiny?

Not exactly what you could call mutiny, replied the captain, in a low voice. A little mistake o Ducketts. Hes a nervous man, and perhaps he exaggerated a little. But dont allude to it again, for the sake of his feelings.

But somebody locked me in the cabin, persisted Mr. Chalk, looking from one to the other.

Captain Brisket hesitated. Did they? he said, with a smile of perplexity. Did they? I gave orders that that door was to be kept locked when there was nobody in there, and I expect the cook did it by mistake as he passed. Its been a chapter of accidents all through, but I must say, sir, that the determined way you came on deck was wonderful.

Extraordinary! murmured Mr. Tredgold.

I didnt know him, attested Mr. Stobell, continuing to regard Mr. Chalk with much interest.

I cant make head or tail of it, complained Mr. Chalk. What about the ladies?

Captain Brisket shook his head dismally and pointed ashore, and Mr. Chalk, following the direction of his finger, gazed spellbound at a figure which was signalling wildly from the highest point. Tredgold and Stobell, approaching the side, waved their handkerchiefs in response.

We must go back for them, said Mr. Chalk, firmly.

What! in this wind, sir? inquired Brisket, with an indulgent laugh. Youre too much of a sailor to think thats possible, Im sure; and its going to last.

We must put up with the disappointment and do withoutem, said Stobell.

Mr. Chalk gazed helplessly ashore. But weve got their luggage, he cried.

Duckett sent it ashore, said Brisket. Thinking that there was mens work ahead, and that the ladies might be in the way, he put it over the side and sent it back. And mind, believing what he did, Im not saying he wasnt in the right.

Mr. Chalk again professed his inability to make head or tail of the proceedings. Ultimately  due time having been given for Captain Briskets invention to get under way  he learned that a dyspeptic seaman, mistaking the mates back for that of the cook, had first knocked his cap over his eyes and then pushed him over. And that, of course, concluded the captain, couldnt be allowed anyway, but, seeing that it was a mistake, we let the chap off.

Theres one thing about it, said Tredgold, as Chalk was about to speak; its shown us the stuff youre made of, Chalk.

He frightened me, said Brisket, solemnly. I own it. When I saw him come up like that I lost my nerve.

Mr. Chalk cast a final glance at the dwindling figure on the cliff, and then went silently below and stood in a pleasant reverie before the smashed door. He came to the same conclusion regarding the desperate nature of his character as the others; and the nervous curiosity of the men, who took sly peeps at him, and the fact that the cook dropped the soup-tureen that evening when he turned and found Mr. Chalk at his elbow, only added to his satisfaction.

He felt less heroic next morning. The wind had freshened during the night, and the floor of the cabin heaved in a sickening fashion beneath his feet as he washed himself. The atmosphere was stifling; timbers creaked and strained, and boots and other articles rolled playfully about the floor.
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The strong, sweet air above revived him, but the deck was wet and cheerless and the air chill. Land had disappeared, and a tumbling waste of grey seas and a leaden sky was all that met his gaze. Nevertheless, he spoke warmly of the view to Captain Brisket, rather than miss which he preferred to miss his breakfast, contenting himself with half a biscuit and a small cup of tea on deck. The smell of fried bacon and the clatter of cups and saucers came up from below.

The heavy clouds disappeared and the sun came out. The sea changed from grey to blue, and Tredgold and Stobell, coming on deck after a good breakfast, arranged a couple of chairs and sat down to admire the scene. Aloft the new sails shone white in the sun, and spars and rigging creaked musically. A little spray came flying at intervals over the bows as the schooner met the seas.

Lovely morning, sir, said Captain Brisket, who had been for some time exchanging glances with Stobell and Tredgold; so calm and peaceful.

Buful, said Mr. Chalk, shortly. He was gazing in much distaste at a brig to starboard, which was magically drawn up to the skies one moment and blotted from view the next.

Nice fresh smell, said Tredgold, sniffing. Have a cigar, Chalk?

Mr. Chalk shook his head, and his friend, selecting one from his case, lit it with a fusee that poisoned the atmosphere.

None of us seem to be sea-sick, he remarked.

Sea-sickness, sir, said Captain Brisket seasickness is mostly imagination. People think theyre going to be bad, and they are. But theres one certain cure for it.

Cure? said Mr. Chalk, turning a glazing eye upon him.

Yes, sir, said Brisket, with a warning glance at Mr. Stobell, who was grinning broadly. Its old-fashioned and Ive heard it laughed at, but its a regular good old remedy. Mr. Stobells laughing at it, he continued, as a gasping noise from that gentleman called for explanation, but its true all the same.

What is it? inquired Mr. Chalk, with feeble impatience.

Pork, replied Captain Brisket, with impressive earnestness. All that anybodys got to do is to get a bit o pork-fat pork, mind you  and get the cook to stick a fork into it and frizzle it, all bubbling and spluttering, over the galley fire. Better still, do it yourself; the smell o the cooking being part of  

Mr. Chalk arose and, keeping his legs with difficulty, steadied himself for a moment with his hands on the companion, and disappeared below.

Theres nothing like it, said Brisket, turning with a satisfied smile to Mr. Stobell, who was sitting with his hands on his knees and rumbling with suppressed mirth. Its an odd thing, but, if a mans disposed to be queer, youve only got to talk about that to finish him. Why talking about fried bacon should be so bad for em I dont know.

Imagination, said Tredgold, smoking away placidly.

Brisket smiled and then, nursing his knee, scowled fiercely at the helmsman, who was also on the broad grin.

Of course, it wants proper telling, he continued, turning to Stobell. Did you notice his eyes when I spoke of it bubbling and spluttering over the galley fire?

I did, replied Mr. Stobell, laying his pipe carefully on the deck.

Some people tell you to tie the pork to a bit o string after frying it, said Brisket, but thats what I call overdoing it. I think its quite enough to describe its cooking, dont you?

Plenty, said Stobell. Have one o my matches, he said, proffering his box to Tredgold, who was about to relight his cigar with a fusee.

Thanks, I prefer this, said Tredgold.

Mr. Stobell put his box in his pocket again and, sitting lumpily in his chair, gazed in a brooding fashion at the side.

Talking about pork, began Brisket, reminds me

What! aint you got over that joke yet? inquired Mr. Stobell, glaring at him. Poor Chalk cant help his feelings.

No, no, said the captain, staring back.

People cant help being sea-sick, said Stobell, fiercely.

Certainly not, sir, agreed the captain.

Theres no disgrace in it, continued Mr. Stobell, with unusual fluency, and nothing funny about it that I can see.

Certainly not, sir, said the perplexed captain again. I was just going to point out to you how, talking about pork

I know you was, stormed Mr. Stobell, rising from his chair and lurching forward heavily. Dye think I couldnt hear you? Prating, and prating, and pra  

He disappeared below, and the captain, after exchanging a significant grin with Mr. Tredgold, put his hands behind his back and began to pace the deck, musing solemnly on the folly of trusting to appearances.

Sea-sickness wore off after a day or two, and was succeeded by the monotony of life on board a small ship. Week after week they saw nothing but sea and sky, and Mr. Chalk, thirsting for change, thought with wistful eagerness of the palm-girt islands of the Fijian Archipelago to which Captain Brisket had been bidden to steer. In the privacy of their own cabin the captain and Mr. Duckett discussed with great earnestness the nature of the secret which they felt certain was responsible for the voyage.
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CHAPTER XVI

It is an article of belief with some old-fashioned people that children should have no secrets from their parents, and, though not a model father in every way, Mr. Vickers felt keenly the fact that his daughter was keeping something from him. On two or three occasions since the date of sailing of the Fair Emily she had relieved her mind by throwing out dark hints of future prosperity, and there was no doubt that, somewhere in the house, she had a hidden store of gold. With his left foot glued to the floor he had helped her look for a sovereign one day which had rolled from her purse, and twice she had taken her mother on expensive journeys to Tollminster.

Brooding over the lack of confidence displayed by Selina, he sat on the side of her bed one afternoon glancing thoughtfully round the room. He was alone in the house, and now, or never, was his opportunity. After an hours arduous toil he had earned tenpence-halfpenny, and, rightly considering that the sum was unworthy of the risk, put it back where he had found it, and sat down gloomily to peruse a paper which he had found secreted at the bottom of her box.

Mr. Vickers was but a poor scholar, and the handwriting was deplorable. Undotted is travelled incognito through the scrawl, and uncrossed ts passed themselves off unblushingly as ls. After half an hours steady work, his imagination excited by one or two words which he had managed to decipher, he abandoned the task in despair, and stood moodily looking out of the window. His gaze fell upon Mr. William Russell, standing on the curb nearly opposite, with his hands thrust deep in his trouser-pockets, and, after a slight hesitation, he pushed open the small casement and beckoned him in.

Youre a bit of a scholar, aint you, Bill? he inquired.

Mr. Russell said modestly that he had got the name for it.

Again Mr. Vickers hesitated, but he had no choice, and his curiosity would brook no delay. With a strong caution as to secrecy, he handed the paper over to his friend.

Mr. Russell, his brow corrugated with thought, began to read slowly to himself. The writing was certainly difficult, but the watching Mr. Vickers saw by the way his friends finger moved along the lines that he was conquering it. By the slow but steady dilation of Mr. Russells eyes and the gradual opening of his mouth, he also saw that the contents were occasioning him considerable surprise.

What does it say? he demanded, anxiously.

Mr. Russell paid no heed. He gave vent to a little gurgle of astonishment and went on. Then he stopped and looked up blankly.

Well, Im d  d! he said.

What is it? cried Mr. Vickers.

Mr. Russell read on, and such exclamations as Well, Im jiggered! Well, Im blest! and others of a more complicated nature continued to issue from his lips.

Whats it all about? shouted the excited Mr. Vickers.

Mr. Russell looked up and blinked at him. I cant believe it, he murmured. Its like a fairy tale, aint it? What do you think of it?

The exasperated Mr. Vickers, thrusting him back in his chair, shouted insults in his ear until his friend, awaking to the true position of affairs, turned to the beginning again and proceeded with much unction to read aloud the document that Mr. Tredgold had given to Selina some months before. Mr. Vickers listened in a state of amazement which surpassed his friends, and, the reading finished, besought him to go over it again. Mr. Russell complied, and having got to the end put the paper down and gazed enviously at his friend.

You wont have to do no more work, he said, wistfully.

Not if I ad my rights, said Mr. Vickers. Its like a dream, aint it?

They bought a ship, so I eard, murmured the other; theyve got eight or nine men aboard, and theyll be away pretty near a year. Why, Selinall ave a fortune.

Mr. Vickers, sitting with his legs stretched out stiffly before him, tried to think. A lot o good itll do me, he said, bitterly. Its young Joseph Tasker thatll get the benefit of it.

Mr. Russell whistled. Id forgot him, he exclaimed, but I expect she only took him becos she couldnt get anybody else.

Mr. Vickers eyed him sternly, but, reflecting that Selina was well able to fight her own battles, forbore to reply.

She must ha told him, pursued Mr. Russell, following up a train of thought. Nobody in their senses would want to marry Selina for anything else.

Ho! indeed, said Mr. Vickers, coldly.

Unless they was mad, admitted the other. What are you going to do about it? he inquired, suddenly.

I shall think it over, said Mr. Vickers, with dignity. As soon as youve gone I shall sit down with a quiet pipe and see whats best to be done.

Mr. Russell nodded approval. First thing you do, you put the paper back where you got it from, he said, warningly.

I know what Im about, said Mr. Vickers. I shall think it over when youre gone and make up my mind what to do.

Dont you do nothing in a hurry, advised Mr. Russell, earnestly. Im going to think it, over, too.

Mr. Vickers stared at him in surprise. You? he said, disagreeably.

Yes, me, replied the other. After all, whats looks? Looks aint everything.

His friend looked bewildered, and then started furiously as the meaning of Mr. Russells remark dawned upon him. He began to feel like a miser beset by thieves.

What age do you reckon you are, Bill? he inquired, after a long pause.

Im as old as I look, replied Mr. Russell, simply, and Ive got a young face. Id sooner it was anybody else than Selina; but, still, you cant ave everything. If she dont take me sooner than young Joseph I shall be surprised.

Mr. Vickers regarded him with undisguised astonishment.

I might ha married scores o times if Id liked, said Mr. Russell, with a satisfied air.

Dont you go doing nothing silly, said Mr. Vickers, uneasily. Selina cant abear you. You drink too much. Why, shes talking about making young Joseph sign the pledge, to keepim steady.

Mr. Russell waved his objections aside. I can get round her, he said, with cheery confidence. I aint kept ferrets all these years for nothing. Im not going to let all that money slip through my fingers for want of a little trying.

He began his courtship a few days afterwards in a fashion which rendered Mr. Vickers almost helpless with indignation. In full view of Selina, who happened to be standing by the door, he brought her unfortunate father along Mint Street, holding him by the arm and addressing him in fond but severe tones on the surpassing merits of total abstinence and the folly of wasting his childrens money on beer.

I found im inside the Horse and Groom, he said to the astonished Selina; theyve got a new barmaid there, and the pore gal wasnt in the house arf an hour afore she was serving him with beer. A pot, mind you.
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He shook his head in great regret at the speechless Mr. Vickers, and, pushing him inside the house, followed close behind.

Look here, Bill Russell, I dont want any of your larks, said Miss Vickers, recovering herself.

Larks? repeated Mr. Russell, with an injured air. Im a teetotaler, and its my duty to look after brothers that go astray.

He produced a pledge-card from his waistcoat-pocket and, smoothing it out on the table, pointed with great pride to his signature. The date of the document lay under the ban of his little finger.

Id just left the Temperance Hall, continued the zealot. Ive been to three meetings in two days; theyd been talking about the new barmaid, and I guessed at once what brother Vickers would do, an I rushed off, just in the middle of brother Humphreys experiences  and very interesting they was, too  to save him. He was just starting his second pot, and singing in between, when I rushed in and took the beer away from him and threw it on the floor.

I wasnt singing, snarled Mr. Vickers, endeavouring to avoid his daughters eye.

Oh, my dear friend! said Mr. Russell, who had made extraordinary progress in temperance rhetoric in a very limited time, thats what comes o the drink; it steals away your memory.

Miss Vickers trembled with wrath. How dare you go into public-houses after I told you not to? she demanded, stamping her foot.

We must ave patience, said Mr. Russell, gently. We must show the backslider ow much happier he would be without it. Ill elp you watch him.

When I want your assistance Ill ask you for it, said Miss Vickers, tartly. What do you mean by shoving your nose into other peoples affairs?

Its  its my duty to look after fallen brothers, said Mr. Russell, somewhat taken aback.

What dye mean by fallen? snapped Miss Vickers, confronting him fiercely.

Fallen into a pub, explained Mr. Russell, hastily; anybody might fall through them swing-doors; theyre made like that o purpose.

Youve fell through a good many in your time, interposed Mr. Vickers, with great bitterness.

I know I ave, said the other, sadly; but never no more. Oh, my friend, if you only knew how appy I feel since Ive give up the drink! If you only knew what it was to ave your own self-respeck! Think of standing up on the platform and giving of your experiences! But I dont despair, brother; Ill have you afore Ive done with you.

Mr. Vickers, unable to contain himself, got up and walked about the room. Mr. Russell, with a smile charged with brotherly love, drew a blank pledge-card from his pocket and, detaining him as he passed, besought him to sign it.

Hell do it in time, he said in a loud whisper to Selina, as his victim broke loose. Ill come in of an evening and talk to him till he does sign.

Miss Vickers hesitated, but, observing the striking improvement in the visitors attire effected by temperance, allowed a curt refusal to remain unspoken. Mr. Vickers protested hotly.

Thatll do, said his daughter, indecision vanishing at sight of her fathers opposition; if Bill Russell likes to come in and try and do you good, he can.

Mr. Vickers said that he wouldnt have him, but under compulsion stayed indoors the following evening, while Mr. Russell, by means of coloured diagrams, cheerfully lent by his new friends, tried to show him the inroads made by drink upon the human frame. He sat, as Miss Vickers remarked, like a wooden image, and was only moved to animation by a picture of cirrhosis of the liver, which he described as being very pretty.

At the end of a week Mr. Vickerss principles remained unshaken, and so far Mr. Russell had made not the slightest progress in his designs upon the affections of Selina. That lady, indeed, treated him with but scant courtesy, and on two occasions had left him to visit Mr. Tasker; Mr. Vickerss undisguised amusement at such times being hard to bear.

Dont give up, Bill, he said, encouragingly, as Mr. Russell sat glum and silent; read over them beautiful Verses to a Tea-pot agin, and try and read them as if you adnt got your mouth full o fish-bait. Youre wasting time.

I dont want none o your talk, said his disappointed friend. If you aint careful Ill tell Selina about you going up to her papers.

The smile faded from Mr. Vickerss face. Dont make mischief, Bill, he said, uneasily.

Well, dont you try and make fun o me, said Mr. Russell, ferociously. Taking the pledge is ard enough to bear without having remarks from you.

I didnt mean them to be remarks, Bill, said the other, mildly. But if you tell about me, you know, Selinall see through your little game.

Im about sick o the whole thing, said Mr. Russell, desperately. I aint ad a drink outside o my own house for pretty near a fortnight. I shall ask Selina to-morrow night, and settle it.

Ask her? said the amazed Mr. Vickers. Ask er what?

Ask er to marry me, said the other, doggedly.

Mr. Vickers, thoroughly alarmed, argued with him in vain, the utmost concession he could wring from the determined Mr. Russell being a promise to give him a hint to get out of the way.

Ill do that for my own sake, he said, frankly. I can do it better alone, and if your old woman is in you get her out too. Ask er to go for a walk; thatll please Selina. I dont know what the gal does want. I thought turning teetotaler and setting a good example to you would do the trick, if anything would.

Mrs. Vickerss utter astonishment next evening, when her husband asked her to go for a walk, irritated that gentleman almost beyond endurance. Convinced at last that he was not joking, she went upstairs and put on her bonnet, and then stood waiting for the reluctant Mr. Vickers with an air of almost bashful diffidence.

Joseph is coming in soon, said Selina, as her parents moved to the door. Im expecting him every minute.

Ill stop and see im, said Mr. Russell. Theres something I want to speak to him about partikler.

Mr. Vickers gave a warning glance at him as he went out, and trembled as he noted his determined aspect. In a state of considerable agitation he took hold of his wife by the elbow and propelled her along.

It was a cold night, and a strong easterly wind had driven nearly everybody else indoors. Mr. Vickers shivered, and, moving at a good pace, muttered something to his astonished wife about a good country walk. They quitted the streets and plunged into dark lanes until, in Mr. Vickerss judgment, sufficient time having elapsed for the worst to have happened, they turned and made their way to the town again.

Theres somebody outside our house, said Mrs. Vickers, who had been in a state of amazed discomfort the whole time.

Mr. Vickers approached warily. Two people were on the doorstep in the attitude of listeners, while a third was making strenuous attempts to peep through at the side of the window-blind. From inside came the sound of voices raised in dispute, that of Selinas being easily distinguishable.

What  whats all this? demanded Mr. Vickers, in trembling tones, as he followed his wife inside and closed the door.

He glanced from Selina, who was standing in front of Mr. Tasker in the manner of a small hen defending an overgrown chicken, to Mr. Russell, who was towering above them and trying to reach him.
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Whats all this? he repeated, with an attempt at pomposity.

The disputants all spoke at once: Mr. Russell with an air of jocular ferocity, Miss Vickers in a voice that trembled with passion, and Mr. Tasker speaking as a man with a grievance. Despite the confusion, Mr. Vickers soon learned that it was a case of twos company and threes none, and that Mr. Russell, after turning a deaf ear to hints to retire which had gradually increased in bluntness, had suddenly turned restive and called Mr. Tasker a mouldy image, a wall-eyed rabbit, and divers other obscure and contradictory things. Not content with that, he had, without any warning, kissed Miss Vickers, and when Mr. Tasker, obeying that infuriated damsels commands, tried to show him the door, had facetiously offered to show that gentleman the wall and taken him up, and bumped him against it until they were both tired.

Anybody would ha thought I was hurting im by the noise he made, said the impenitent Mr. Russell.

I  Im surprised at you, Bill, said Mr. Vickers, nervously.

Put him outside, cried Selina, stamping her foot.

Youd better get off ome, Bill, said Mr. Vickers, with a persuasive wink.

While youre safe, added his daughter, with a threatening gesture.

Go and get yourself arf a pint o warm lemonade, chimed in the voice of the daring Joseph.

Mr. Russell stepped towards him, but Mr. Vickers, seizing him by the coat, held him back and implored him to remember where he was.

Id bump the lot of you for two pins, said the disappointed Mr. Russell, longingly. And itud do you good; youd all be the better for it. Youd know ow to behave to people when they come in to see you, then. As for Selina, I wouldnt marry her now for all her money.

Money? said the irate Selina, scornfully. What money?

The money in the paper, said Mr. Russell, with a diabolical leer in the direction of the unfortunate Mr. Vickers. The paper what your father found in your box. Didnt he tell you?

He kicked over a chair which stood in his way and, with a reckless swagger, strode to the door. At the Horse and Groom, where he spent the remainder of the evening, he was so original in his remarks upon women that two unmarried men offered to fight him, and were only appeased by hearing a full and true account of the circumstances responsible for so much bitterness.


CHAPTER XVII

TRIED! said Captain Bowers, indignantly. I have tried, over and over again, but its no use.

Have you tried the right way? suggested Edward Tredgold.

Ive tried every way, replied Captain Bowers, impatiently.

We must think of another, then, said the imperturbable Edward. Have some more beef? The captain passed his plate up. You should have seen her when I said that I was coming to supper with you this evening, he said, impressively. Mr. Tredgold laid down the carving knife and fork. What did she say? he inquired, eagerly. Grunted, said the captain. Nonsense, said the other, sharply.

I tell you she did, retorted the captain. She didnt say a word; just grunted.

I know what you mean, said Mr. Tredgold; only you are not using the right word.

All right, said the captain, resignedly; I dont know a grunt when I hear it, then; thats all. She generally does grunt if I happen to mention your name.

Mr. Tredgold resumed his meal and sat eating in silence. The captain, who was waiting for more beef, became restless.

I hope my plate isnt in your way, he said, at last.

Not at all, said the other, absently.

Perhaps youll pass it back to me, then, said the captain.

Mr. Tredgold, still deep in thought, complied. I wish I could persuade you to have a little more, he said, in tones of polite regret. Ive often noticed that big men are small eaters. I wonder why it is?

Sometimes it is because they cant get it, I expect, said the indignant captain.

Mr. Tredgold said that no doubt that was the case sometimes, and was only recalled to the true position of affairs by the hungry captain marching up to the beef and carving for himself.

Im sorry, he said, with a laugh. I was thinking of something else. I wonder whether you would let me use the crows-nest for a day or two? Theres a place we have got on our hands, a mile or two out, and I want to keep my eye on it.

The captain, his good humour quite restored, preserved his gravity with an effort. I dont see that she could object to that, he said, slowly. Its a matter of business, as you might say.

Of course, I could go straight round to the back without troubling you, resumed Mr. Tredgold. Its so awkward not to be able to see you when I want to.

Captain Bowers ventured a sympathetic wink. Its awkward not to be able to see anybody when you want to, he said, softly.

Two days later Miss Drewitt, peeping cautiously from her bedroom window, saw Mr. Tredgold perched up in the crows-nest with the telescope. It was a cold, frosty day in January, and she smiled agreeably as she hurried downstairs to the fire and tried to imagine the temperature up aloft.

Stern in his attention to duty, Mr. Tredgold climbed day after day to his post of observation and kept a bored but whimsical eye on a deserted cowhouse three miles off. On the fourth day the captain was out, and Miss Drewitt, after a casual peep from the kitchen window, shrugged her shoulders and returned to the sitting-room.

Mr. Tredgold must be very cold up there, Miss, said Mr. Tasker, respectfully, as he brought in the tea. He keeps slapping his chest and blowing on his fingers to keep imself warm.

Miss Drewitt said Oh! and, drawing the little table up to her easy-chair, put down her book and poured herself out a cup of tea. She had just arranged it to her taste-two lumps of sugar and a liberal allowance of cream  when a faint rap sounded on the front door.

Come in! she said, taking her feet from the fender and facing about.

The door opened and revealed to her indignant gaze the figure of Mr. Tredgold. His ears and nose were of a brilliant red and his eyes were watering with the cold. She eyed him inquiringly.

Good afternoon, he said, bowing.

Miss Drewitt returned the greeting.

Isnt Captain Bowers in? said Mr. Tredgold, with a shade of disappointment in his voice as he glanced around.

No, said the girl.

Mr. Tredgold hesitated. I was going to ask him to give me a cup of tea, he said, with a shiver. Im half frozen, and Im afraid that I have a taken a chill.
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Miss Drewitt nearly dropped her tea-cup in surprise at his audacity. He was certainly very cold, and she noticed a little blue mixed with the red of his nose. She looked round the cosy room and then at the open door, which was causing a bitter draught.

He is not in, she repeated.

Thank you, said Mr. Tredgold, patiently. Good afternoon.

He was so humble that the girl began to feel uncomfortable. His gratitude for nothing reminded her of a disappointed tramp; moreover, the draught from the door was abominable.

I can give you a cup of tea, if you wish, she said, shivering. But please make haste and shut that door.

Mr. Tredgold stepped inside and closed it with alacrity, his back being turned just long enough to permit a congratulatory wink at the unconscious oak. He took a chair the other side of the fire, and, extending his numbed fingers to the blaze, thanked her warmly.

It is very kind of you, he said, as he took his cup from her. I was half frozen.

I should have thought that a brisk walk home would have been better for you, said the girl, coldly.

Mr. Tredgold shook his head dolefully. I should probably only have had lukewarm tea when I got there, he replied. Nobody looks after me properly.

He passed his cup up and began to talk of skating and other seasonable topics. As he got warmer and his features regained their normal colouring and his face its usual expression of cheerfulness, Miss Drewitts pity began to evaporate.

Are you feeling better? she inquired, pointedly.

A little, was the cautious reply. His face took on an expression of anxiety and he spoke of a twinge, lightly tapping his left lung by way of emphasis.

I hope that I shall not be taken ill here, he said, gravely.

Miss Drewitt sat up with a start. I should hope not, she said, sharply.

So inconvenient, he murmured.

Quite impossible, said Miss Drewitt, whose experience led her to believe him capable of anything.

I should never forgive myself, he said, gently.

Miss Drewitt regarded him in alarm, and of her own accord gave him a third cup of tea and told him that he might smoke. She felt safer when she saw him light a cigarette, and, for fear that a worse thing might befall her, entered amiably into conversation. She even found herself, somewhat to her surprise, discussing the voyage and sympathising with Mr. Tredgold in his anxiety concerning his fathers safety.

Mrs. Chalk and Mrs. Stobell are very anxious, too, he said. It is a long way for a small craft like that.

And then to find no treasure at the end of it, said Miss Drewitt, with feminine sweetness.

Mr. Tredgold stole a look at her. I did not mean to say that the captain had no treasure, he said, quietly.

You believe in it now? said the girl, triumphantly.

I believe that the captain has a treasure, admitted the other, certainly.

Worth half a million? persisted Miss Drewitt.

Worth more than that, said Mr. Tredgold, gazing steadily into the fire.

The girl looked puzzled. More? she said, in surprise.

Much more, said the other, still contemplating the fire. It is priceless.

Miss Drewitt sat up suddenly and then let herself back slowly into the depths of the chair. Her face turned scarlet and she hoped fervently that if Mr. Tredgold looked at her the earth might open and swallow him up. She began to realize dimly that in the absence of an obliging miracle of that kind there would never be any getting rid of him.

Priceless, repeated Mr. Tredgold, in challenging tones.

Miss Drewitt made no reply. Rejoinder was dangerous and silence difficult. In a state of nervous indignation she rang for Mr. Tasker and instructed him to take away the tea-things; to sweep the hearth; and to alter the position of two pictures. By the time all this was accomplished she had regained her wonted calm and was airing some rather strong views on the subject of two little boys who lived with a catapult next door but one.


CHAPTER XVIII

Month by month the Fair Emily crept down south. The Great Bear and other constellations gave way to the stars of the southern skies, and Mr. Chalk tried hard not to feel disappointed with the arrangement of those in the Southern Cross. Pressed by the triumphant Brisket, to whom he voiced his views, he had to admit that it was at least as much like a cross as the other was a bear.

As they got farther south he had doffed his jersey and sea boots in favour of a drill suit and bare feet. In this costume, surmounted by a Panama hat, he was the only thing aboard that afforded the slightest amusement to Mr. Stobell, whose temper was suffering severely under a long spell of monotonous idleness, and whose remarks concerning the sea and everything in connection with it were so strangely out of keeping with the idea of a pleasure cruise that Mr. Tredgold lectured him severely on his indiscretion.

Stobell is no more doing this for pleasure than I am, said Captain Brisket to Mr. Duckett. Its something big thats brought him all this way, you mark my words.

The mate nodded acquiescence. What about Mr. Chalk? he said, in a low voice. Cant you get it out of him?

[image: img144.jpg]

Shuts up like an oyster directly I get anywhere near it, replied the captain; sticks to it that it is a yachting trip and that Tredgold is studying the formations of islands. Says he has got a list of them he is going to visit.

Mr. Tredgold was talking the same way to me, said the mate. He says hes going to write a book about them when he goes back. He asked me what I thoughtud be a good title.

I know what would be a good title for him, growled Brisket, as Mr. Stobell came on deck and gazed despondently over the side. Were getting towards the end of our journey, sir.

End? said Mr. Stobell. End? I dont believe there is an end. I believe youve lost your way and we shall go sailing on and on for ever.

He walked aft and, placing himself in a deckchair, gazed listlessly at the stolid figure of the helmsman. The heat was intense, and both Tredgold and Chalk had declined to proceed with a conversation limited almost entirely on his side to personal abuse. He tried the helmsman, and made that unfortunate thirsty for a week by discussing the rival merits of bitter ale in a pewter and stout in a china mug. The helmsman, a man of liberal ideas, said, with some emotion, that he could drink either of them out of a flower-pot.

Mr. Chalk became strangely restless as they neared their goal. He had come thousands of miles and had seen nothing fresh with the exception of a few flying-fish, an albatross, and a whale blowing in the distance. Pacing the deck late one night with Captain Brisket he expressed mild yearnings for a little excitement.

You want adventure, said the captain, shaking his head at him. I know you. Ah, what a sailorman youd ha made. With a crew o six like yourself Id take this little craft anywhere. The way you pick up seamanship is astonishing. Peter Duckett swears you must ha been at sea as a boy, and all I can do I cant persuade him otherwise.

I always had a feeling that I should like it, said Mr. Chalk, modestly.

Like it! repeated the captain. O course you do; youve got the salt in your blood, but this peaceful cruising is beginning to tell on you. Theres a touch o wildness in you, sir, thats always struggling to come to the front. Peter Duckett was saying the same thing only the other day. Hes very uneasy about it.

Uneasy! repeated Mr. Chalk.

Aye, said the captain, drawing a deep breath. And if I tell you that I am too, it wouldnt be outside the truth.

But why? inquired Mr. Chalk, after they had paced once up and down the deck in silence.

Its the mystery we dont like, said Brisket, at last. How are we to know what desperate venture you are going to let us in for? Follow you faithful we will, but we dont like going in the dark; it aint quite fair to us.

Theres not the slightest danger in the world, said Mr. Chalk, with impressive earnestness.

But theres a mystery; you cant deny that, said the captain.

Mr. Chalk cleared his throat. Its a secret, he said, slowly.

From me? inquired the captain, in reproachful accents.

It isnt my secret, said Mr. Chalk. So far as Im concerned Id tell you with pleasure.

The captain slowly withdrew his arm from Mr. Chalks, and moving to the side leaned over it with his shoulders hunched. Somewhat moved by this display of feeling, Mr. Chalk for some time hesitated to disturb him, and when at last he did steal up and lay a friendly hand on the captains shoulder it was gently shaken off.

Secrets! said Brisket, in a hollow voice. From me! I aint to be trusted?

It isnt my doing, said Mr. Chalk.

Well, well, it dont matter, sir, said the captain. Bill Brisket must put up with it. Its the first time in his life hes been suspected, and its doubly hard coming from you. Youve hurt me, sir, and theres no other man living could do that.

Mr. Chalk stood by in sorrowful perplexity.

And I put my life in your hands, continued the captain, with a low, hard laugh. Youre the only man in the world that knows who killed Smiling Peter in San Francisco, and I told you. Well, well!

But you did it in self-defence, said the other, eagerly.

What does that matter? said the captain, turning and walking forward, followed by the anxious Mr. Chalk. Ive got no proof of it. Open your mouth  once  and I swing for it. Thats the extent of my trust in you.

Mr. Chalk, much affected, swore a few sailorly oaths as to what he wished might happen to him if he ever betrayed the others confidence.

Yes, said the captain, mournfully, thats all very well; but you cant trust me in a smaller matter, however much I swear to keep it secret. And its weighing on me in another way: I believe the crew have got an inkling of something, and here am I, master of the ship, responsible for all your lives, kept in ignorance.

The crew! ejaculated the startled Mr. Chalk.

Captain Brisket hesitated and lowered his voice. The other night I came on deck for a look round and saw one of them peeping down through your skylight, he said, slowly. I sent him below, and after hed gone I looked down and saw you and Mr. Tredgold and Stobell all bending over a paper.

Mr. Chalk, deep in thought, paced up and down in silence.

Thats a secret, said Brisket. I dont want them to think that I was spying. I told you because you understand. A shipmaster has to keep his eyes open, for everybodys sake.

Its your duty, said Mr. Chalk, firmly.

Captain Brisket, with a little display of emotion, thanked him, and, leaning against the side, drew his attention to the beauty of the stars and sea. Impelled by the occasion and the charm of the night he waxed sentimental, and with a strange mixture of bluffness and shyness spoke of his aged mother, of the loneliness of a seafarers life, and the inestimable boon of real friendship. He bared his inmost soul to his sympathetic listener, and then, affecting to think from a remark of Mr. Chalks that he was going to relate the secret of the voyage, declined to hear it on the ground that he was only a rough sailorman and not to be trusted. Mr. Chalk, contesting this hotly, convinced him at last that he was in error, and then found that, bewildered by the argument, the captain had consented to be informed of a secret which he had not intended to impart.

But, mind, said Brisket, holding up a warning finger, Im not going to tell Peter Duckett. Theres no need for him to know.

Mr. Chalk said Certainly not, and, seeing no way for escape, led the reluctant man as far from the helmsman as possible and whispered the information. By the time they parted for the night Captain Brisket knew as much as the members of the expedition themselves, and, with a rare thoughtfulness, quieted Mr. Chalks conscience by telling him that he had practically guessed the whole affair from the beginning.
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He listened with great interest a few days later when Mr. Tredgold, after considering audibly which island he should visit first, gave him the position of Bowerss Island and began to discuss coral reefs and volcanic action. They were now well in among the islands. Two they passed at a distance, and went so close to a third  a mere reef with a few palms upon it  that Mr. Chalk, after a lengthy inspection through his binoculars, was able to declare it uninhabited.

A fourth came into sight a couple of days later: a small grey bank on the starboard bow. Captain Brisket, who had been regarding it for some time with great care, closed his glass with a bang and stepped up to Mr. Tredgold.

There she is, sir, he said, in satisfied tones.

Mr. Tredgold, who was drinking tea, put down his cup, and rose with an appearance of mild interest. Mr. Stobell followed suit, and both gazed in strong indignation at the undisguised excitement of Mr. Chalk as he raced up the rigging for a better view. Tredgold with the captains glass, and Stobell with an old pair of field-glasses in which he had great faith, gazed from the deck. Tredgold was the first to speak.

Are you sure this is the one, Brisket? he inquired, carelessly.

Certainly, sir, said the captain, in some surprise. At least, its the one you told me to steer for.

Dont look much like the map, said Stobell, in a low aside. Wheres the mountain?

Tredgold looked again. I fancy its a bit higher towards the middle, he said, after a prolonged inspection; and, besides, its mount, not mountain.

Captain Brisket, who had with great delicacy drawn a little apart in recognition of their whispers, stepped towards them again.

I dont know that Ive ever seen this particular island before, he said, frankly; likely not; but its the one you told me to find. Theres over a couple of hundred of them, large and small, knocking about. If you think youve made a mistake we might try some of the others.

No, said Tredgold, after a pause and a prolonged inspection; this must be right.

Mr. Chalk came down from aloft, his eyes shining with pure joy, and joined them.

How long before were alongside? he inquired.

Two hours, replied the captain; perhaps three, he added, considering.

Mr. Chalk glanced aloft and, after a knowing question or two as to the wind, began in a low voice to converse with his friends. Mr. Tredgolds misgivings as to the identity of the island he dismissed at once as baseless. The mount satisfied him, and when, as they approached nearer, discrepancies in shape between the island and the map were pointed out to him he easily explained them by speaking of the difficulties of cartography to an amateur.

Theres our point, he said, indicating it with a forefinger, which the incensed Stobell at once struck down. We couldnt have managed it better so far as time is concerned. Well sleep ashore tonight in the tent and start the search at daybreak.

Captain Brisket approached the island cautiously. To the eyes of the voyagers it seemed to change shape as they neared it, until finally, the Fair Emily anchoring off the reef which guarded it, it revealed itself as a small island about three-quarters of a mile long and two or three hundred yards wide. A beach of coral sand shelved steeply to the sea, and a background of cocoa-nut trees and other vegetation completed a picture on which Mr. Chalk gazed with the rapture of a devotee at a shrine.

He went below as the anchor ran out, and after a short absence reappeared on deck bedizened with weapons. A small tent, with blankets and provisions, and a long deal box containing a couple of spades and a pick, were put into one of the boats, and the three friends, after giving minute instructions to the captain, followed. Mr. Duckett took the helm, and after a short pull along the edge of the reef discovered an opening which gave access to the smooth water inside.
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A pretty spot, gentlemen, he said, scanning the island closely. I dont think that there is anybody on it.

Well go over it first and make sure, said Stobell, as the boats nose ran into the beach. Come along, Chalk.

He sprang out and, taking one of the guns, led the way along the beach, followed by Mr. Chalk. The men looked after them longingly, and then, in obedience to the mate, took the stores out of the boat and pitched the tent. By the time Chalk and Stobell returned they were seated in the boat and ready to depart.

A feeling of loneliness came over Mr. Chalk as he watched the receding boat. The schooner, riding at anchor half a mile outside the reef, had taken in her sails and presented a singularly naked and desolate appearance. He wondered how long it would take the devoted Brisket to send assistance in case of need, and blamed himself severely for not having brought some rockets for signalling purposes. Long before night came the prospect of sleeping ashore had lost all its charm.

One of us ought to keep watch, he said, as Stobell, after a heavy supper followed by a satisfying pipe, rolled himself in a blanket and composed himself for slumber.

Mr. Stobell grunted, and in a few minutes was fast asleep. Mr. Tredgold, first blowing out the candle, followed suit, while Mr. Chalk, a prey to vague fears, sat up nursing a huge revolver.

The novelty of the position, the melancholy beat of the surge on the farther beach, and faint, uncertain noises all around kept him awake. He fancied that he heard stealthy footsteps on the beach, and low, guttural voices calling among the palms. Twice he aroused his friends and twice they sat up and reviled him.

If you put your bony finger into my ribs again, growled Mr. Stobell, tenderly rubbing the afflicted part, you and me wont talk alike. Like a bar of iron it was.

I thought I heard something, said Mr. Chalk. I should have fired, only I was afraid of scaring you.

Fired? repeated Mr. Stobell, thoughtfully. Fired? Was it the barrel of that infernal pistol you shoved into my ribs just now?

I just touched you with it, admitted the other. Im sorry if I hurt you.

Mr. Stobell, feeling in his pocket, struck a match and held it up. Full cock, he said, in a broken voice; and he stirred me up with it. And then he talks of savages!

He struck another match and lit the candle, and then, before Mr. Chalk could guess his intentions, pressed him backwards and took the pistol away. He raised the canvas and threw it out into the night, and then, remembering the guns, threw them after it. This done he blew out the candle, and in two minutes was fast asleep again.

An hour passed and Mr. Chalk, despite his fears, began to nod. Half asleep, he lay down and drew his blanket about him, and then he sat up suddenly wide awake as an unmistakable footstep sounded outside.

For a few seconds he sat unable to move; then he stretched out his hand and began to shake Stobell. He could have sworn that hands were fumbling at the tent.

Eh? said Stobell, sleepily.

Chalk shook him again. Stobell sat up angrily, but before he could speak a wild yell rent the air, the tent collapsed suddenly, and they struggled half suffocated in the folds of the canvas.


CHAPTER XIX

Mr. Stobell was the first to emerge, and, seizing the canvas, dragged it free of the writhing bodies of his companions. Mr. Chalk gained his feet and, catching sight of some dim figures standing a few yards away on the beach, gave a frantic shout and plunged into the interior, followed by the others. A shower of pieces of coral whizzing by their heads and another terrible yell accelerated their flight.

Mr. Chalk gained the farther beach unmolested and, half crazy with fear, ran along blindly. Footsteps, which he hoped were those of his friends, pounded away behind him, and presently Stobell, panting heavily, called to him to stop. Mr. Chalk, looking over his shoulder, slackened his pace and allowed him to overtake him.

Wait  for  Tredgold, said Stobell, breathlessly, as he laid a heavy hand on his shoulder.

Mr. Chalk struggled to free himself. Where is he? He gasped.

Stobell, still holding him, stood trying to regain his breath. They  they must  have got him, he said, at last. Have you got any of your pistols on you?

You threw them all away, quavered Mr. Chalk. Ive only got a knife.

He fumbled with trembling fingers at his belt; Stobell brushing his hand aside drew a sailors knife from its sheath, and started to run back in the direction of the tent. Mr. Chalk, after a moments hesitation, followed a little way behind.

Look out! he screamed, and stopped suddenly, as a figure burst out of the trees on to the beach a score of yards ahead. Stobell, with a hoarse cry, raised his hand and dashed at it.

Stobell! cried a voice.

Its Tredgold, cried Stobell. He waited for him to reach them, and then, turning, all three ran stumbling along the beach.

They ran in silence until they reached the other end of the island. So far there were no signs of pursuit, and Stobell, breathing hard from his unwonted exercise, collected a few lumps of coral and piled them on the beach.

They had me over  twice, said Tredgold, jerkily; they tore the clothes from my back. How I got away I dont know. I fought  kicked  then suddenly I broke loose and ran.

He threw himself on the beach and drew his breath in long, sobbing gasps. Stobell, going a few paces forward, peered into the darkness and listened intently.

I suppose theyre waiting for daylight, he said at last.

He sat down on the beach and, after making a few disparaging remarks about coral as a weapon, lapsed into silence.

To Mr. Chalk it seemed as though the night would never end. A dozen times he sprang to his feet and gazed fearfully into the darkness, and a dozen times at least he reminded the silent Stobell of the folly of throwing other peoples guns away. Day broke at last and showed him Tredgold in a tattered shirt and a pair of trousers, and Stobell sitting close by sound asleep.

We must try and signal to the ship, he said, in a hoarse whisper. Its our only chance.

Tredgold nodded assent and shook Stobell quietly. The silence was oppressive. They rose and peered out to sea, and a loud exclamation broke from all three. The Fair Emily had disappeared.
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Stobell rubbed his eyes and swore softly; Tredgold and Chalk stood gazing in blank dismay at the unbroken expanse of shining sea.

The savages must have surprised them, said the latter, in trembling tones. Thats why they left us alone.

Or else they heard the noise ashore and put to sea, said Tredgold.

They stood gazing at each other in consternation. Then Stobell, who had been looking about him, gave vent to an astonished grunt and pointed to a boat drawn upon the beach nearly abreast of where their tent had been.

Some of the crew have escaped ashore, said Mr. Chalk.

Striking inland, so as to get the shelter of the trees, they made their way cautiously towards the boat. Colour was lent to Mr. Chalks surmise by the fact that it was fairly well laden with stores. As they got near they saw a couple of small casks which he thought contained water, an untidy pile of tinned provisions, and two or three bags of biscuit. The closest search failed to reveal any signs of men, and plucking up courage they walked boldly down to the boat and stood gazing stupidly at its contents.

The firearms which Stobell had pitched out of the tent the night before lay in the bottom, together with boxes of cartridges from the cabin, a couple of axes, and a pile of clothing, from the top of which Mr. Tredgold, with a sharp exclamation, snatched a somewhat torn coat and waistcoat. From the former he drew out a bulky pocketbook, and, opening it with trembling fingers, hastily inspected the contents.

The map has gone! he shouted.

The others stared at him.

Brisket has gone off with the ship, he continued, with desperate calmness. It was the crew of our own schooner that frightened us off last night.

Mr. Stobell, still staring in a stony fashion, nodded slowly; Mr. Chalk after an effort found his voice.

Theyve gone off with the treasure, he said, slowly.

Also, continued Tredgold, this is not Bowerss Island. I can see it all now. Theyve only taken the map, and now theyre off to the real island to get the treasure. Its as clear as daylight.

Broad daylight, said Stobell, huskily. But how did they know?

Somebody has been talking, said Tredgold, in a hard voice. Somebody has been confiding in that honest, open-hearted sailor, Captain Brisket.

He turned as he spoke and gazed fixedly at the open-mouthed Chalk. In a slower fashion, but with no less venom, Mr. Stobell also bent his regards upon that amiable but erring man.

Mr. Chalk returned their gaze with something like defiance. Half an hour before he had expected to have been killed and eaten. He had passed a night of horror, expecting death every minute. Now he exulted in the blue sky, the line of white breakers crashing on the reef, and the sea sparkling in the sunshine; and he had not spent twenty-five years with Mrs. Chalk without acquiring some skill in the noble art of self-defence.

Ah, Brisket was trying to pump me a week ago, he said, confidentially. I see it all now.

The others glared at him luridly.

He said that he had seen us through the skylight studying a paper, continued Mr. Chalk, shaking his head. I thought at the time you were rather rash, Tredgold.

Mr. Tredgold choked and, meeting the fault-finding eye of Mr. Stobell, began to protest.

The thing Brisket couldnt understand, said Chalk, gaining confidence as he proceeded, was Stobells behaviour. He said that he couldnt believe that a man who grumbled at the sea so much as he did could be sailing for pleasure.

Mr. Stobell glowered fiercely. Why didnt you tell us before? he demanded.

I didnt attach any importance to it, said Mr. Chalk, truthfully. I thought that it was just curiosity on Briskets part. It surprised me that he had been observing you and Tredgold so closely; that was all.

Pity you didnt tell us, exclaimed Tredgold, harshly. We might have been prepared, then.

You ought to have told us at once, said Stobell.

Mr. Chalk agreed. I ought to have done so, perhaps, he said, slowly; only I was afraid of hurting your feelings. As it is, we must make the best of it. It is no good grumbling at each other.

If I had had the map instead of Tredgold, perhaps this wouldnt have happened.

It was a crazy idea to keep it in your coat-pocket, said Stobell, scowling at Tredgold. No doubt Brisket saw you put it back there the other night, guessed what it was, and laid his plans according.

If it hadnt been for your grumbling it wouldnt have happened, retorted Tredgold, hotly. Thats what roused his suspicions in the first instance.

Mr. Chalk interposed. It is no good you two quarrelling about it, he said, with kindly severity. The mischief is done. Bear a hand with these stores, and then help me to fix the tent up again.

The others hesitated, and then without a word Mr. Stobell worked one of the casks out of the boat and began to roll it up the beach. The tent still lay where it had fallen, but the case of spades had disappeared. They raised the tent again and carried in the stores, after which Mr. Chalk, with the air of an old campaigner, made a small fire and prepared breakfast.
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Day by day they scanned the sea for any signs of a sail, but in vain. Cocoa-nuts and a few birds shot by Mr. Stobell  who had been an expert at pigeon-shooting in his youth  together with a species of fish which Mr. Chalk pronounced to be edible a few hours after the others had partaken of it, furnished them with a welcome change of diet. In the smooth water inside the reef they pulled about in the boat, and, becoming bolder and more expert in the management of it, sometimes ventured outside. Mr. Stobell pronounced the life to be more monotonous than that on board ship, and once, in a moment of severe depression, induced by five days heavy rain, spoke affectionately of Mrs. Stobell. To Mr. Chalks reminder that the rain had enabled them to replenish their water supply he made a churlish rejoinder.

He passed his time in devising plans for the capture and punishment of Captain Brisket, and caused a serious misunderstanding by expressing his regret that that unscrupulous mariner had not rendered himself liable to the extreme penalty of the law by knocking Mr. Chalk on the head on the night of the attack. His belated explanation that he wished Mr. Chalk no harm was pronounced by that gentleman to be childish.

We can do nothing to Brisket even if we escape from this place, said Tredgold, peremptorily.

Do nothing? roared Stobell. Why not?

In the first place we shant find him, said Tredgold. After they have got the treasure they will get rid of the ship and disperse all over the world.

Mr. Stobell, with heavy sarcasm, said that once, many years before, he had heard of people called detectives.

In the second place, continued Tredgold, we cant explain. It wasnt our map, and, strictly speaking, we had no business with it. Even if we caught Brisket, we should have no legal claim to the treasure. And if you want to blurt out to all Binchester how we were tricked and frightened out of our lives by imitation savages, I dont.

He stole our ship, growled Stobell, after a long pause. We could have him for that.

Mutiny on the high seas, added Chalk, with an important air.

The whole story would have to come out, said Tredgold, sharply. Verdict: served them right. Once we had got the treasure we could have given Captain Bowers his share, or more than his share, and it would have been all right. As it is, nobody must know that we went for it.

Mr. Stobell, unable to trust himself with speech, stumped fiercely up and down the beach.

But it will all have to come out if we are rescued, objected Mr. Chalk.

We can tell what story we like, said Tredgold. We can say that the schooner went to pieces on a reef in the night; we got separated from the other boat and made our way here. We have got plenty of time to concoct a story, and there is nobody to contradict it.

Mr. Stobell brought up in front of him and frowned thoughtfully. I suppose youre right, he said, slowly; but if we ever get off this chicken-perch, and I run across him, let him look out, thats all.

To pass the time they built themselves a hut on the beach in a situation where it would stand the best chance of being seen by any chance vessel. At one corner stood a mast fashioned from a tree, and a flag, composed for the most part of shirts which Mr. Chalk thought his friends had done with, fluttered bravely in the breeze. It was designed to attract attention, and, so far as the bereaved Mr. Stobell was concerned, it certainly succeeded.


CHAPTER XX

Nearly a year had elapsed since the sailing of the Fair Emily, and Binchester, which had listened doubtfully to the tale of the treasure as revealed by Mr. William Russell, was still awaiting news of her fate. Cablegrams to Sydney only elicited the information that she had not been heard of, and the opinion became general that she had added but one more to the many mysteries of the sea.

Captain Bowers, familiar with many cases of ships long overdue which had reached home in safety, still hoped, but it was clear from the way in which Mrs. Chalk spoke of her husband and the saint-like qualities she attributed to him that she never expected to see him again. Mr. Stobell also appeared to his wife through tear-dimmed eyes as a person of great gentleness and infinite self-sacrifice.

All the years we were married, she said one afternoon to Mrs. Chalk, who had been listening with growing impatience to an account of Mr. Stobell which that gentleman would have been the first to disclaim, I never gave him a cross word. Nothing was too good for me; I only had to ask to have.

Mrs. Chalk couldnt help herself. Why dont you ask, then? she inquired.

Mrs. Stobell started and eyed her indignantly. So long as I had him I didnt want anything else, she said, stiffly. We were all in all to each other; he couldnt bear me out of his sight. I remember once, when I had gone to see my poor mother, he sent me three telegrams in thirty-five minutes telling me to come home.

Thomas was so unselfish, murmured Mrs. Chalk. I once stayed with my mother for six weeks and he never said a word.

An odd expression, transient but unmistakable, flitted across the face of the listener.

It nearly broke his heart, though, poor dear, said Mrs. Chalk, glaring at her. He said he had never had such a time in his life.

I dont expect he had, said Mrs. Stobell, screwing up her small features.

Mrs. Chalk drew herself up in her chair. What do you mean by that? she demanded.

I meant what he meant, replied Mrs. Stobell, with a little air of surprise.

Mrs. Chalk bit her lip, and her friend, turning her head, gazed long and mournfully at a large photograph of Mr. Stobell painted in oils, which stared stiffly down on them from the wall.

He never caused me a moments uneasiness, she said, tenderly. I could trust him anywhere.
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Mrs. Chalk gazed thoughtfully at the portrait. It was not a good likeness, but it was more like Mr. Stobell than anybody else in Binchester, a fact which had been of some use in allaying certain unworthy suspicions of Mr. Stobell the first time he saw it.

Yes, said Mrs. Chalk, significantly, I should think you could.

Mrs. Stobell, about to reply, caught the staring eye of the photograph, and, shaking her head sorrowfully, took out her handkerchief and wiped her eyes. Mrs. Chalk softened.

They both had their faults, she said, gently, but they were great friends. I dare say that it was a comfort to them to be together to the last.

Captain Bowers himself began to lose hope at last, and went about in so moody a fashion that a shadow seemed to have fallen upon the cottage. By tacit consent the treasure had long been a forbidden subject, and even when the news of Selinas promissory note reached Dialstone Lane he had refused to discuss it. It had nothing to do with him, he said, and he washed his hands of it  a conclusion highly satisfactory to Miss Vickers, who had feared that she would have had to have dropped for a time her visits to Mr. Tasker.

A slight change in the household occurring at this time helped to divert the captains thoughts. Mr. Tasker while chopping wood happened to chop his knee by mistake, and, as he did everything with great thoroughness, injured himself so badly that he had to be removed to his home. He was taken away at ten in the morning, and at a quarter-past eleven Selina Vickers, in a large apron and her sleeves rolled up over her elbows, was blacking the kitchen stove and throwing occasional replies to the objecting captain over her shoulder.

I promised Joseph, she said, sharply, and I dont break my promises for nobody. He was worrying about what youd do all alone, and I told him Id come.

Captain Bowers looked at her helplessly.

I can manage very well by myself, he said, at last.

Chop your leg off, I spose? retorted Miss Vickers, good-temperedly. Oh, you men!

And Im not at home much while Miss Drewitt is away, added the captain.

All the better, said Miss Vickers, breathing noisily on the stove and polishing with renewed vigour. You wont be in my way.

The captain pulled himself together.

You can finish what youre doing, he said, mildly, and then

Yes, I know what to do, interrupted Miss Vickers. You leave it to me. Go in and sit down and make yourself comfortable. You ought not to be in the kitchen at all by rights. Not that I mind what people say  I should have enough to do if I did  but still

The captain fled in disorder and at first had serious thoughts of wiring for Miss Drewitt, who was spending a few days with friends in town. Thinking better of this, he walked down to a servants registry office, and, after being shut up for a quarter of an hour in a small room with a middle-aged lady of Irish extraction, who was sent in to be catechized, resolved to let matters remain as they were.

Miss Vickers swept and dusted, cooked and scrubbed, undisturbed, and so peaceable was his demeanour when he returned from a walk one morning, and found the front room being turned out, that she departed from her usual custom and explained the necessities of the case at some length.

I dare say itll be the better for it, said the captain.

O course it will, retorted Selina. You dont think Id do it for pleasure, do you? I thought youd sit out in the garden, and of course it must come on to rain.

The captain said it didnt matter.

Joseph, said Miss Vickers, as she squeezed a wet cloth into her pail Josephs got a nice leg. Its healing very slow.

The captain, halting by the kitchen door, said he was sorry to hear it.

Though theres worse things than bad legs, continued Miss Vickers, soaping her scrubbing-brush mechanically; being lost at sea, for instance.

Captain Bowers made no reply. Adopting the idea that all roads lead to Rome, Miss Vickers had, during her stay at Dialstone Lane, made many indirect attempts to introduce the subject of the treasure-seekers.

I suppose those gentlemen are drowned? she said, bending down and scrubbing noisily.

The captain, taking advantage of her back being turned towards him, eyed her severely. The hardihood of the girl was appalling. His gaze wandered from her to the bureau, and, as his eye fell on the key sticking up in the lid, the idea of reading her a much-needed lesson presented itself. He stepped over the pail towards the bureau and, catching the girls eye as she looked up, turned the key noisily in the lock and placed it ostentatiously in his pocket. A sudden vivid change in Selinas complexion satisfied him that his manoeuvre had been appreciated.

Are you afraid I shall steal anything? she demanded, hotly, as he regained the kitchen.

The captain quailed. No, he said, hastily. Somebody once took a paper of mine out of there, though, he added. So I keep it locked up now.

Miss Vickers dropped the brush in the pail, and, rising slowly to her feet, stood wiping her hands on her coarse apron. Her face was red and white in patches, and the captain, regarding her with growing uneasiness, began to take in sail.
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At least, I thought they did, he muttered.

Selina paid no heed. Get out o my kitchen, she said, in a husky voice, as she brushed past him.

The captain obeyed hastily, and, stepping inside the dismantled room, stood for some time gazing out of window at the rain. Then he filled his pipe and, removing a small chair which was sitting upside down in a large one, took its place and stared disconsolately at the patch of wet floor and the general disorder.

At the end of an hour he took a furtive peep into the kitchen. Selina Vickers was sitting with her back towards him, brooding over the stove. It seemed clear to him that she was ashamed to meet his eye, and, glad to see such signs of grace in her, he resolved to spare her further confusion by going upstairs. He went up noisly and closed his door with a bang, but although he opened it afterwards and stood listening acutely he heard so sound from below.

By the end of the second hour his uneasiness had increased to consternation. The house was as silent as a tomb, the sitting-room was still in a state of chaos, and a healthy appetite would persist in putting ominous and inconvenient questions as to dinner. Whistling a cheerful air he went downstairs again and put his head in at the kitchen. Selina sat in the same attitude, and when he coughed made no response.

What about dinner? he said, at last, in a voice which strove to be unconcerned.

Go away, said Selina, thickly. I dont want no dinner.

The captain started. But I do, he said, feelingly.

Youd better get it yourself, then, replied Miss Vickers, without turning her head. I might steal a potato or something.

Dont talk nonsense, said the other, nervously.

Im not a thief, continued Miss Vickers. I work as hard as anybody in Binchester, and nobody can ever say that I took the value of a farthing from them. If Im poor Im honest.

Everybody knows that, said the captain, with fervour.

You said you didnt want the paper, said Selina, turning at last and regarding him fiercely. I heard you with my own ears, else I wouldnt have taken it. And if they had come back youd have had your share. You didnt want the treasure yourself and you didnt want other people to have it. And it wasnt yours, because I heard you say so.

Very well, say no more about it, said the captain. If anybody asks you can say that I knew you had it. Now go and put that back in the bureau.

He tossed the key on to the table, and Miss Vickers, after a moments hesitation, turned with a gratified smile and took it up. The next hour he spent in his bedroom, the rapid evolutions of Miss Vickers as she passed from the saucepans to the sitting room and from the sitting-room back to the saucepans requiring plenty of sea room.

A week later she was one of the happiest people in Binchester. Edward Tredgold had received a cable from Auckland: All safe; coming home, and she shared with Mrs. Chalk and Mrs. Stobell in the hearty congratulations of a large circle of friends. Her satisfaction was only marred by the feverish condition of Mr. Tasker immediately on receipt of the news.


CHAPTER XXI

Fortunately for their peace of mind, Mr. Chalk and his friends, safe on board the s.s. Silver Star, bound for home, had no idea that the story of the treasure had become public property. Since their message it had become the principal topic of conversation in the town, and, Miss Vickers being no longer under the necessity of keeping her share in the affair secret, Mr. William Russell was relieved of a reputation for untruthfulness under which he had long laboured.

Various religious and philanthropic bodies began to bestir themselves. Owing to his restlessness and love of change no fewer than three sects claimed Mr. Chalk as their own, and, referring to his donations in the past, looked forward to a golden future. The claim of the Church to Mr. Tredgold was regarded as flawless, but the case of Mr. Stobell bristled with difficulties. Apologists said that he belonged to a sect unrepresented in Binchester, but an offshoot of the Baptists put in a claim on the ground that he had built that place of worship  at a considerable loss on the contract  some fifteen years before.

Dialstone Lane, when it became known that Captain Bowers had waived his claim to a share, was besieged by people seeking the reversion, and even Mint Street was not overlooked. Mr. Vickers repelled all callers with acrimonious impartiality, but Selina, after a long argument with a lady subaltern of the Salvation Army, during which the methods and bonnets of that organization were hotly assailed, so far relented as to present her with twopence on account.
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Miss Drewitt looked forward to the return of the adventurers with disdainful interest. To Edward Tredgold she referred with pride to the captains steadfast determination not to touch a penny of their ill-gotten gains, and with a few subtle strokes drew a comparison between her uncle and his father which he felt to be somewhat highly coloured. In extenuation he urged the rival claims of Chalk and Stobell.

They were both led away by Chalks eloquence and thirst for adventure, he said, as he walked by her side down the garden.

Miss Drewitt paid no heed. And you will benefit by it, she remarked.

Mr. Tredgold drew himself up with an air the nobleness of which was somewhat marred by the expression of his eyes. I will never touch a penny of it, he declared. I will be like the captain. I am trying all I can to model myself on his lines.

The girl regarded him with suspicion. I see no signs of any result at present, she said, coldly.

Mr. Tredgold smiled modestly. Dont flatter me, he entreated.

Flatter you! said the indignant Prudence.

On my consummate powers of concealment, was the reply. I am keeping everything dark until I am so like him  in every particular  that you will not know the difference. I have often envied him the possession of such a niece. When the likeness is perfec  

Well? said Miss Drewitt, with impatient scorn.

You will have two uncles instead of one, rejoined Mr. Tredgold, impressively.

Miss Drewitt, with marked deliberation, came to a pause in the centre of the path.

Are you going to continue talking nonsense? she inquired, significantly.

Mr. Tredgold sighed. I would rather talk sense, he replied, with a sudden change of manner.

Try, said the girl, encouragingly.

Only it is so difficult, said Edward, thoughtfully, to you.

Miss Drewitt stopped again.

For me, added the other, hastily. His companion said that she supposed it was. She also reminded him that nothing was easy without practice.

And I ought not to find it difficult, complained Mr. Tredgold. I have got plenty of sense hidden away somewhere.

Miss Drewitt permitted herself a faint exclamation of surprise. It was not an empty boast of yours just now, then, she said.

Boast? repeated the other, blankly. What boast?

On your wonderful powers of concealment, said Prudence, gently.

You are reverting of your own accord to the nonsense, said Mr. Tredgold, sternly. You are returning to the subject of uncles.

Nothing of the kind, said Prudence, hotly.

Before we leave it  for ever, said Mr. Tredgold, dramatically, I should like, if I am permitted, to make just one more remark on the subject. I would not, for all the wealth of this world, be your uncle. Where are you going?

Indoors, said Miss Drewitt, briefly.

One moment, implored the other. I am just going to begin to talk sense.

I will listen when you have had some practice, said the girl, walking towards the house.

Its impossible to practise this, said Edward, following. It is something that can only be confided to yourself. Wont you stay?

No, said the girl.

Not from curiosity?

Miss Drewitt, gazing steadfastly before her, shook her head.

Well, perhaps I can say it as well indoors, murmured Edward, resignedly.

And youll have a bigger audience, said Prudence, breathing more easily as she reached the house. Uncle is indoors.

She passed through the kitchen and into the sitting-room so hastily that Captain Bowers, who was sitting by the window reading, put down his paper and looked up in surprise. The look of grim determination on Mr. Tredgolds face did not escape him.

Mr. Tredgold has come indoors to talk sense, said Prudence, demurely.

Talk sense? repeated the astonished captain.

Thats what he says, replied Miss Drewitt, taking a low chair by the captains side and gazing composedly at the intruder. I told him that you would like to hear it.
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She turned her head for a second to hide her amusement, and in that second Mr. Tredgold favoured the captain with a glance the significance of which was at once returned fourfold. She looked up just in time to see their features relaxing, and moving nearer to the captain instinctively placed her hand upon his knee.

I hope, said Captain Bowers, after a long and somewhat embarrassing silence I hope the conversation isnt going to be above my head?

Mr. Tredgold was talking about uncles, said Prudence, maliciously.

Nothing bad about them, I hope? said the captain, with pretended anxiety.

Edward shook his head. I was merely envying Miss Drewitt her possession of you, he said, carelessly, and I was just about to remark that I wished you were my uncle too, when she came indoors. I suppose she wanted you to hear it.

Miss Drewitt started violently, and her cheek flamed at the meanness of the attack.

I wish I was, my lad, said the admiring captain.

It would be the proudest moment of my life, said Edward, deliberately.

And mine, said the captain, stoutly.

And the happiest.

The captain bowed. Same here, he said, graciously.

Miss Drewitt, listening helplessly to this fulsome exchange of compliments, wondered whether they had got to the end. The captain looked at Mr. Tredgold as though to remind him that it was his turn.

You  you were going to show me a photograph of your first ship, said the latter, after a long pause. Dont trouble if its upstairs.

Its no trouble, said the captain, briskly.

He rose to his feet and the hand of the indignant Prudence, dislodged from his knee, fell listlessly by her side. She sat upright, with her pale, composed face turned towards Mr. Tredgold. Her eyes were scornful and her lips slightly parted. Before these signs his courage flickered out and left him speechless. Even commonplace statements of fact were denied him. At last in sheer desperation he referred to the loudness of the clocks ticking.

It seems to me to be the same as usual, said the girl, with a slight emphasis on the pronoun.

The clock ticked on undisturbed. Upstairs the amiable captain did his part nobly. Drawers opened and closed noisily; doors shut and lids of boxes slammed. The absurdity of the situation became unbearable, and despite her indignation at the treatment she had received Miss Drewitt felt a strong inclination to laugh. She turned her head swiftly and looked out of window, and the next moment Edward Tredgold crossed and took the captains empty chair.

Shall I call him down? he asked, in a low voice.

Call him down? repeated the girl, coldly, but without turning her head. Yes, if you  

A loud crash overhead interrupted her sentence. It was evident that in his zeal the captain had pulled out a loaded drawer too far and gone over with it. Slapping sounds, as of a man dusting himself down, followed, and it was obvious that Miss Drewitt was only maintaining her gravity by a tremendous effort. Much emboldened by this fact the young man took her hand.

Mr. Tredgold! she said, in a stifled voice.

Undismayed by his accident the indefatigable captain was at it again, and in face of the bustle upstairs Prudence Drewitt was afraid to trust herself to say more. She sat silent with her head resolutely averted, but Edward took comfort in the fact that she had forgotten to withdraw her hand.

Bless him! he said, fervently, a little later, as the captains foot was heard heavily on the stair. Does he think we are deaf?


CHAPTER XXII

Much to the surprise of their friends, who had not expected them home until November or December, telegrams were received from the adventurers, one day towards the end of September, announcing that they had landed at the Albert Docks and were on their way home by the earliest train. The most agreeable explanation of so short a voyage was that, having found the treasure, they had resolved to return home by steamer, leaving the Fair Emily to return at her leisure. But Captain Bowers, to whom Mrs. Chalk propounded this solution, suggested several others.

He walked down to the station in the evening to see the train come in, his curiosity as to the bearing and general state of mind of the travellers refusing to be denied. He had intended to witness the arrival from a remote corner of the platform, but to his surprise it was so thronged with sightseers that the precaution was unnecessary. The news of the return had spread like wildfire, and half Binchester had congregated to welcome their fellow-townsmen and congratulate them upon their romantically acquired wealth.
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Despite the crowd the captain involuntarily shrank back as the train rattled into the station. The carriage containing the travellers stopped almost in front of him, and their consternation and annoyance at the extent of their reception were plainly visible. Bronzed and healthy-looking, they stepped out on to the platform, and after a brief greeting to Mrs. Chalk and Mrs. Stobell led the way in some haste to the exit. The crowd pressed close behind, and inquiries as to the treasure and its approximate value broke clamorously upon the ears of the maddened Mr. Stobell. Friends of many years who sought for particulars were shouldered aside, and it was left to Mr. Chalk, who struggled along in the rear with his wife, to announce that they had been shipwrecked.

Captain Bowers, who had just caught the word, heard the full particulars from him next day. For once the positions were reversed, and Mr. Chalk, who had so often sat in that room listening to the captains yarns, swelled with pride as he noted the rapt fashion in which the captain listened to his. The tale of the shipwreck he regarded as a disagreeable necessity: a piece of paste flaunting itself among gems. In a few words he told how the Fair Emily crashed on to a reef in the middle of the night, and how, owing to the darkness and confusion, the boat into which he had got with Stobell and Tredgold was cast adrift; how a voice raised to a shriek cried to them to pull away, and how a minute afterwards the schooner disappeared with all hands.

It almost unnerved me, he said, turning to Miss Drewitt, who was listening intently.

You are sure she went down, I suppose? said the captain; she didnt just disappear in the darkness?

Sank like a stone, said Mr. Chalk, decidedly. Our boat was nearly swamped in the vortex. Fortunately, the sea was calm, and when day broke we saw a small island about three miles away on our weather-beam.

Where? inquired Edward Tredgold, who had just looked in on the way to the office. Mr. Chalk explained.

You tell the story much better than my father does, said Edward, nodding. From the way he tells it one might think that you had the island in the boat with you.

Mr. Chalk started nervously. It was three miles away on our weather-beam, he repeated, the atmosphere clear and the sea calm. We sat down to a steady pull, and made the land in a little under the hour.

Who did the pulling? inquired Edward, casually.

Mr. Chalk started again, and wondered who had done it in Mr. Tredgolds version. He resolved to see him as soon as possible and arrange details.

Most of us took a turn at it, he said, evasively, and those who didnt encouraged the others.

Most of you! exclaimed the bewildered captain; and those who didnt  but how many?

The events of that night are somewhat misty, interrupted Mr. Chalk, hastily. The suddenness of the calamity and the shock of losing our shipmates

Its wonderful to me that you can remember so much, said Edward, with a severe glance at the captain.

Mr. Chalk paid no heed. Having reached the island, the rest was truth and plain sailing. He described their life there until they were taken off by a trading schooner from Auckland, and how for three months they cruised with her among the islands. He spoke learnedly of atolls, copra, and missionaries, and, referring for a space to the Fijian belles, thought that their charms had been much overrated. Edward Tredgold, waiting until the three had secured berths in the s.s. Silver Star, trading between Auckland and London, took his departure.

Miss Vickers, who had been spending the day with a friend at Dutton Priors, and had missed the arrival in consequence, heard of the disaster in a mingled state of wrath and despair. The hopes of a year were shattered in a second, and, rejecting with fierceness the sympathy of her family, she went up to her room and sat brooding in the darkness.

She came down the next morning, pale from want of sleep. Mr. Vickers, who was at breakfast, eyed her curiously until, meeting her gaze in return, he blotted it out with a tea-cup.

When youve done staring, said his daughter, you can go upstairs and make yourself tidy.

Tidy? repeated Mr. Vickers. What for?

Im going to see those three, replied Selina, grimly; and I want a witness. And I may as well have a clean one while Im about it.

Mr. Vickers darted upstairs with alacrity, and having made himself approximately tidy smoked a morning pipe on the doorstep while his daughter got ready. An air of importance and dignity suitable to the occasion partly kept off inquirers.

Well go and see Mr. Stobell first, said his daughter, as she came out.

Very good, said the witness, but if you asked my advice  

You just keep quiet, said Selina, irritably; Ive not gone quite off my head yet. And dont hum!

Mr. Vickers lapsed into offended silence, and, arrived at Mr. Stobells, followed his daughter into the hall in so stately a fashion that the maid  lately of Mint Street  implored him not to eat her. Miss Vickers replied for him, and the altercation that ensued was only quelled by the appearance of Mr. Stobell at the dining-room door.

Halloa! What do you want? he inquired, staring at the intruders.
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Ive come for my share, said Miss Vickers, eyeing him fiercely.

Share? repeated Mr. Stobell. Share? Why, weve been shipwrecked. Havent you heard?

Perhaps you came to my house when I wasnt at home, retorted Miss Vickers, in a trembling but sarcastic voice. I want to hear about it. Thats what Ive come for.

She walked to the dining-room and, as Mr. Stobell still stood in the doorway, pushed past him, followed by her father. Mr. Stobell, after a short deliberation, returned to his seat at the breakfast-table, and in an angry and disjointed fashion narrated the fate of the Fair Emily and their subsequent adventures. Miss Vickers heard him to an end in silence.

What time was it when the ship struck on the rock? she inquired.

Mr. Stobell stared at her. Eleven oclock, he said, gruffly.

Miss Vickers made a note in a little red-covered memorandum-book.

Who got in the boat first? she demanded.

Mr. Stobells lips twisted in a faint grin. Chalk did, he said, with relish.

Miss Vickers, nodding at the witness to call his attention to the fact, made another note.

How far was the boat off when the ship sank?

Here, look here began the indignant Stobell.

How far was the boat off? interposed the witness, severely; thats what we want to know.

You hold your tongue, said his daughter.

Im doing the talking. How far was the boat off?

About four yards, replied Mr. Stobell. And now look here; if you want to know any more, you go and see Mr. Chalk. Im sick and tired of the whole business. And youd no right to talk about it while we were away.

Ive got the paper you signed and Im going to know the truth, said Miss Vickers, fiercely. Its my right. What was the size of the island?

Mr. Stobell maintained an obstinate silence.

What colour did you say these ere Fidgetty islanders was? inquired Mr. Vickers, with truculent curiosity.

You get out, roared Stobell, rising. At once. Dye hear me?

Mr. Vickers backed with some haste towards the door. His daughter followed slowly.

I dont believe you, she said, turning sharply on Stobell. I dont believe the ship was wrecked at all.

Mr. Stobell sat gasping at her. What? he stammered. W h-a-a-t?

I dont believe it was wrecked, repeated Selina, wildly. Youve got the treasure all right, and youre keeping it quiet and telling this tale to do me out of my share. I havent done with you yet. You wait!

She flung out into the hall, and Mr. Vickers, after a lofty glance at Mr. Stobell, followed her outside.

And now well go and hear what Mr. Tredgold has to say, she said, as they walked up the road. And after that, Mr. Chalk.

Mr. Tredgold was just starting for the office when they arrived, but, recognising the justice of Miss Vickerss request for news, he stopped and gave his version of the loss of the Fair Emily. In several details it differed from that of Mr. Stobell, and he looked at her uneasily as she took out pencil and paper and made notes.

If you want any further particulars you had better go and see Mr. Stobell, he said, restlessly. I am busy.

Weve just been to see him, replied Miss Vickers, with an ominous gleam in her eye. You say that the boat was two or three hundred yards away when the ship sank?

More or less, was the cautious reply.

Mr. Stobell said about half a mile, suggested the wily Selina.

Well, perhaps that would be more correct, said the other.

Half a mile, then?

Half a mile, said Mr. Tredgold, nodding, as she wrote it down.

Four yards was what Mr. Stobell said, exclaimed Selina, excitedly. Ive got it down here, and father heard it. And you make the time it happened and a lot of other things different. I dont believe that you were any more shipwrecked than I was.

Not so much, added the irrepressible Mr. Vickers.

Mr. Tredgold walked to the door. I am busy, he said, curtly. Good morning.

Miss Vickers passed him with head erect, and her small figure trembling with rage and determination. By the time she had cross-examined Mr. Chalk her wildest suspicions were confirmed. His account differed in several particulars from the others, and his alarm and confusion when taxed with the discrepancies were unmistakable.

Binchester rang with the story of her wrongs, and, being furnished with three different accounts of the same incident, seemed inclined to display a little pardonable curiosity. To satisfy this, intimates of the gentlemen most concerned were provided with an official version, which Miss Vickers discovered after a little research was compiled for the most part by adding all the statements together and dividing by three. She paid another round of visits to tax them with the fact, and, strong in the justice of her cause, even followed them in the street demanding her money.

Theres one comfort, she said to the depressed Mr. Tasker. Ive got you, Joseph. They cant take you away from me.

Theres nobody could do that, responded Mr. Tasker, with a sigh of resignation.

And if I had to choose, continued Miss Vickers, putting her arm round his waist, Id sooner have you than a hundred thousand pounds.

Mr. Tasker sighed again at the idea of an article estimated at so high a figure passing into the possession of Selina Vickers. In a voice broken with emotion he urged her to persevere in her claims to a fortune which he felt would alone make his fate tolerable. The unsuspecting Selina promised.

Shell quiet down in time, said Captain Bowers to Mr. Chalk, after the latter had been followed nearly all the way to Dialstone Lane by Miss Vickers, airing her grievance and calling upon him to remedy it. Once she realizes the fact that the ship is lost, shell be all right.

Mr. Chalk looked unconvinced. She doesnt want to realize it, he said, shaking his head.

Shell be all right in time, repeated the captain; and after all, you know, he added, with gentle severity, you deserve to suffer a little. You had no business with that map.


CHAPTER XXIII

On a fine afternoon towards the end of the following month Captain Brisket and Mr. Duckett sat outside the Swan and Bottle Inn, Holemouth, a small port forty miles distant from Biddlecombe. The day was fine, with just a touch of crispness in the air to indicate the waning of the year, and, despite a position regarded by the gloomy Mr. Duckett as teeming with perils, the captain turned a bright and confident eye on the Fair Emily, anchored in the harbour.

We ought to have gone straight to Biddlecombe, said Mr. Duckett, following his glance; it would have looked better. Not that anythingll make much difference.

And everybody in a flutter of excitement telegraphing off to the owners, commented the captain. No, well tell our story first; quiet and comfortable-like. Say it over again.

Ive said it three times, objected Mr. Duckett; and each time it sounds more unreal than ever.

Itll be all right, said Brisket, puffing at his cigar. Besides, weve got no choice. Its that or ruin, and theres nobody within thousands of miles to contradict us. We bring both the ship and the map back to em. What more can they ask?
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Youll soon know, said the pessimistic Mr. Duckett. I wonder whether theyll have another shot for the treasure when they get that map back? I should like to send that Captain Bowers out searching for it, said Brisket, scowling, and keep him out there till he finds it. Its all his fault. If it hadnt been for his cock-and-bull story we shouldnt ha done what we did. Hangings too good for him.

I suppose its best for them not to know that theres no such island? hazarded Mr. Duckett.

O course, snapped his companion. Looks better for us, dont it, giving them back a map worth half a million. Now go through the yarn again and Ill see whether I can pick any holes in it. The train goes in half an hour.

Mr. Duckett sighed and, first emptying his mug, began a monotonous recital. Brisket listened attentively.

We were down below asleep when the men came running down and overpowered us. They weighed anchor at night, and following morning made you, by threats, promise to steer them to the island. You told me on the quiet that youd die before you betrayed the owners trust. How did they know that the island the gentlemen were on wasnt the right one? Because Sam Betts was standing by when you told me youd made a mistake in your reckoning and said wed better go ashore and tell them.

Thats all right so far, I think, said Brisket, nodding.

We sailed about and tried island after island just to satisfy the men and seize our opportunity, continued Mr. Duckett, with a weary air. At last, one day, when they were all drunk ashore, we took the map, shipped these natives, and sailed back to the island to rescue the owners. Found theyd gone when we got there. Mr. Stobells boot and an old pair of braces produced in proof.

Better wrap it up in a piece o newspaper, said Brisket, stooping and producing the relic in question from under the table.

Shipped four white men at Viti Levu and sailed for home, continued Mr. Duckett. Could have had more, but wanted to save owners pockets, and worked like A.B.s ourselves to do so.

Letem upset that if they can, said Brisket, with a confident smile. The crew are scattered, and if they happened to get one of them its only his word against ours. Wait a bit. How did the crew know of the treasure?

Chalk told you, responded the obedient Duckett. And if he told you  and he cant deny it  why not them?

Captain Briskett nodded approval. Its all right as far as I can see, he said, cautiously. But mind. Leave the telling of it to me. You can just chip in with little bits here and there. Now lets get under way.

He threw away the stump of his cigar and rose, turning as he reached the corner for a lingering glance at the Fair Emily.

Scrape her and clean her and shed be as good as ever, he said, with a sigh. Shes just the sort o little craft you and me could ha done with, Peter.

They had to change twice on the way to Binchester, and at each stopping-place Mr. Duckett, a prey to nervousness, suggested the wisdom of disappearing while they had the opportunity.

Disappear and starve, I suppose? grunted the scornful Brisket. What about my certificate? and yours, too? I tell you its our only chance.

He walked up the path to Mr. Chalks house with a swagger which the mate endeavoured in vain to imitate. Mr. Chalk was out, but the captain, learning that he was probably to be found at Dialstone Lane, decided to follow him there rather than first take his tidings to Stobell or Tredgold. With the idea of putting Mr. Duckett at his ease he talked on various matters as they walked, and, arrived at Dialstone Lane, even stopped to point out the picturesque appearance its old houses made in the moonlight.

This is where the old pirate who made the map lives, he whispered, as he reached the door. If hes got anything to say Ill tackle him about that. Now, pull yourself together!

He knocked loudly on the door with his fist. A murmur of voices stopped suddenly, and, in response to a gruff command from within, he opened the door and stood staring at all three of his victims, who were seated at the table playing whist with Captain Bowers.

The three gentlemen stared back in return. Tredgold and Chalk had half risen from their seats; Mr. Stobell, with both arms on the table, leaned forward, and regarded him open-mouthed.

Good evening, gentlemen all, said Captain Brisket, in a hearty voice.

He stepped forward, and seizing Mr. Chalks hand wrung it fervently.

Its good for sore eyes to see you again, sir, he said. Look at him, Peter!

Mr. Duckett, ignoring this reflection on his personal appearance, stepped quietly inside the door, and stood smiling nervously at the company.

Its him, said the staring Mr. Stobell, drawing a deep breath. Its Brisket.

He pushed his chair back and, rising slowly from the table, confronted him. Captain Brisket, red-faced and confident, stared up at him composedly.

Its Brisket, said Mr. Stobell again, in a voice of deep content. Turn the key in that door, Chalk.

Mr. Chalk hesitated, but Brisket, stepping to the door, turned the key and, placing it on the table, returned to his place by the side of the mate. Except for a hard glint in his eye his face still retained its smiling composure.

And now, said Stobell, you and me have got a word or two to say to each other. I havent had the pleasure of seeing your ugly face since

Since the disaster, interrupted Tredgold, loudly and hastily.

Since the  

Mr. Stobell suddenly remembered. For a few moments he stood irresolute, and then, with an extraordinary contortion of visage, dropped into his chair again and sat gazing blankly before him.

Me and Peter Duckett only landed to-day, said Brisket, and we came on to see you by the first train we could

I know, said Tredgold, starting up and taking his hand, and were delighted to see you are safe. And Mr. Duckett?

He found Mr. Ducketts hand after a little trouble  the owner seeming to think that he wanted it for some unlawful purpose  and shook that. Captain Brisket, considerably taken aback by this performance, gazed at him with suspicion.

You didnt go down with your ship, then, after all, said Captain Bowers, who had been looking on with much interest.

Amazement held Brisket dumb. He turned and eyed Duckett inquiringly. Then Tredgold, with his back to the others, caught his eye and frowned significantly.
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If Captain Brisket didnt go down with it I am sure that he was the last man to leave it, he said, kindly; and Mr. Duckett last but one.

Mr. Duckett, distrustful of these compliments, cast an agonized glance at the door.

Stobell was a bit rough just now, said Tredgold, with another warning glance at Brisket, but he didnt like being shipwrecked.

Brisket gazed at the door in his turn. He had an uncomfortable feeling that he was being played with.

Its nothing much to like, he said, at last, but

Tell us how you escaped, said Tredgold; or, perhaps, he continued, hastily, as Brisket was about to speak perhaps you would like first to hear how we did.

Perhaps that would be better, said the perplexed Brisket.

He nudged the mate with his elbow, and Mr. Tredgold, still keeping him under the spell of his eye, began with great rapidity to narrate the circumstances attending the loss of the Fair Emily. After one irrepressible grunt of surprise Captain Brisket listened without moving a muscle, but the changes on Mr. Ducketts face were so extraordinary that on several occasions the narrator faltered and lost the thread of his discourse. At such times Mr. Chalk took up the story, and once, when both seemed at a loss, a growling contribution came from Mr. Stobell.

Of course, you got away in the other boat, said Tredgold, nervously, when he had finished.

Brisket looked round shrewdly, his wits hard at work. Already the advantages of adopting a story which he supposed to have been concocted for the benefit of Captain Bowers were beginning to multiply in his ready brain.

And didnt see us owing to the darkness, prompted Tredgold, with a glance at Mr. Joseph Tasker, who was lingering by the door after bringing in some whisky.

Youre quite right, sir, said Brisket, after a trying pause. I didnt see you.

Unasked he took a chair, and with crossed legs and folded arms surveyed the company with a broad smile.

Youre a fine sort of shipmaster, exclaimed the indignant Captain Bowers. First you throw away your ship, and then you let your passengers shift for themselves.

I am responsible to my owners, said Brisket. Have you any fault to find with me, gentlemen? he demanded, turning on them with a frown.

Tredgold and Chalk hastened to reassure him.

In the confusion the boat got adrift, said Brisket. Youve got their own word for it. Not that they didnt behave well for landsmen: Mr. Chalks pluck was wonderful, and Mr. Tredgold was all right.

Mr. Stobell turned a dull but ferocious eye upon him.

And you all got off in the other boat, said Tredgold. Im very glad.

Captain Brisket looked at him, but made no reply. The problem of how to make the best of the situation was occupying all his attention.

Me and Peter Duckett would be glad of some of our pay, he said, at last.

Pay? repeated Tredgold, in a dazed voice.

Brisket looked at him again, and then gave a significant glance in the direction of Captain Bowers. Wed like twenty pounds on account  now, he said, calmly.

Tredgold looked hastily at his friends. Come and see me to-morrow, he said, nervously, and well settle things.

You can send us the rest, said Brisket, but we want that now. Were off to-night.

But we must see you again, said Tredgold, who was anxious to make arrangements about the schooner. We  weve got a lot of things to talk about. The  the ship, for instance.

Ill talk about her now if you want me to, said Brisket, with unpleasant readiness. Meantime, wed like that money.

Fortunately  or unfortunately  Tredgold had been to his bank that morning, and, turning a deaf ear to the expostulations of Captain Bowers, he produced his pocketbook, and after a consultation with Mr. Chalk, and an attempt at one with the raging Stobell, counted out the money and handed it over.

And there is an I.O.U. for the remainder, he said, with an attempt at a smile, as he wrote on a slip of paper.

Brisket took it with pleased surprise, and the mate, leaning against his shoulder, read the contents: Where is the Fair Emily?

You might as well give me a receipt, said Tredgold, significantly, as he passed over pencil and paper.

Captain Brisket thanked him and, sucking the pencil, eyed him thoughtfully. Then he bent to the table and wrote.

You sign here, Peter, he said.

Mr. Tredgold smiled at the precaution, but the smile faded when he took the paper. It was a correctly worded receipt for twenty pounds. He began to think that he had rated the captains intelligence somewhat too highly.

Ah, weve had a hard time of it, said Brisket, putting the notes into his breast-pocket and staring hard at Captain Bowers. When that little craft went down, of course I went down with her. How I got up I dont know, but when I did there was Peter hanging over the side of the boat and pulling me in by the hair.

He paused to pat the mate on the shoulder.

Unfortunately for us we took a different direction to you, sir, he continued, turning to Tredgold, and we were pulling for six days before we were picked up by a barque bound for Melbourne. By the time she sighted us we were reduced to half a biscuit a day each and two teaspoonfuls o water, and not a man grumbled. Did they, Peter?

Not a man, said Mr. Duckett.

At Melbourne, said the captain, who was in a hurry to be off, we all separated, and Duckett and me worked our way home on a cargo-boat. We always stick together, Peter and me.

And always will, said Mr. Duckett, with a little emotion as he gazed meaningly at the captains breast-pocket.

When I think o that little craft lying all those fathoms down, continued the captain, staring full at Mr. Tredgold, it hurts me. The nicest little craft of her kind I ever handled. Well  so long, gentlemen.

We shall see you to-morrow, said Tredgold, hastily, as the captain rose.

Brisket shook his head.

Me and Peter are very busy, he said, softly. Weve been putting our little bit o savings together to buy a schooner, and we want to settle things as soon as possible.

A schooner? exclaimed Mr. Tredgold, with an odd look.

Captain Brisket nodded indulgently.

One o the prettiest little craft you ever saw, gentlemen, he said, and, if youve got no objection, me and Peter Duckett thought o calling her the Fair Emily, in memory of old times. Peters a bit sentimental at times, but I dont know as I can blame him for it. Good night.

He opened the door slowly, and the sentimental Mr. Duckett, still holding fast to the parcel containing Mr. Stobells old boot, slipped thankfully outside. Calmly and deliberately Captain Brisket followed, and the door was closing behind him when it suddenly stopped, and his red face was thrust into the room again.

One thing is, he said, eyeing the speechless Tredgold with sly relish, shes uncommonly like the Fair Emily we lost. Good night.

The door closed with a snap, but Tredgold and Chalk made no move. Glued to their seats, they stared blankly at the door, until the rigidity of their pose and the strangeness of their gaze began to affect the slower-witted Mr. Stobell.

Anything wrong? inquired the astonished Captain Bowers, looking from one to the other.

There was no reply. Mr. Stobell rose and, after steadying himself for a moment with his hands on the table, blundered heavily towards the door. As though magnetized, Tredgold and Chalk followed and, standing beside him on the footpath, stared solemnly up Dialstone Lane.

Captain Brisket and his faithful mate had disappeared.
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THE END


SALTHAVEN
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This light, comic romance novel was first published in 1908 and tells the story of the love affairs and entanglements of a group of characters living in a small English coastal village, many of whom are involved in the local shipbuilding industry. By now, Jacobs was becoming known for his romantic village tales and his humorous treatment and fascination for the behaviour and preoccupations of nautical characters when not actually at sea. As one admiring reviewer put it: Mr. Jacobs seldom goes to sea and never out of sight of land. But this is one of the things which make his books so good to read.
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CHAPTER I

MR. JOHN VYNER, ship-owner, pushed his chair back from his writing-table and gazed with kindly condescension at the chief clerk as he stood before it with a handful of papers.

We shall be able to relieve you of some of your work soon, Hartley, he said, slowly. Mr. Robert will come into the firm next week. The chief clerk bowed.

Three years at Cambridge, resumed Mr. Vyner, meditatively, and two years spent up and down the world studying the business methods of other nations ought to render him invaluable to us.

No doubt, sir, said Hartley. It is an excellent training.

For a time, said the ship-owner, leaning back and placing the tips of his fingers together, for a time I am afraid that he will have to have your room. Later on  ha  if a room should  ha  fall vacant in the building, we might consider taking it.

Yes, sir, said the other.

And, of course, resumed Mr. Vyner, there is one great advantage in your being in the general office which must not be overlooked; you can keep an eye on the juniors better.

It is cheerful, too, sir, suggested the chief clerk; the only thing

Yes? said Mr. Vyner, somewhat loudly.

Mr. Hartley shrank a little. I was going to say that it is rather a small room for Mr. Robert, he said, quickly.

It will do for a time, said the other.

And  and I think I told you, sir, that there is an unpleasant sm  odour.

Mr. Vyner knitted his brows. I offered to have that seen to, but you said that you didnt mind it, he remarked.

Just so, sir, said Hartley; but I was thinking of Mr. Robert. He might not like it; its very strong at times  very strong indeed.

You ought to have had it attended to before, said Mr. Vyner, with some severity. You had better call at Gillows on your way home and ask them to send a man up first thing to-morrow morning.

He drew his chair to the table again, and Hartley, after lingering a moment, withdrew to his own room.

Ten out of his thirty-five years of service had been passed there, and he stifled a sigh as he looked at the neat array of drawers and pigeon-holes, the window overlooking the bridge and harbour, and the stationers almanac which hung over the fireplace. The japanned letter-rack and the gum-bottle on the small mantelpiece were old friends.

The days work completed, he walked home in sober thought. It was a pleasant afternoon in May, but he was too preoccupied to pay any heed to the weather, and, after informing a man who stopped him to tell him that he had lost a wife, six children, and a right leg, that it was just five minutes past six, resumed his way with a hazy idea of having been useful to a fellow-creature.

He brightened a little as he left the bustle of the town behind, and from sheer force of habit glanced at the trim front-gardens as he passed. The cloud lifted still more as he reached his own garden and mentally compared his flowers with those he had just passed.

His daughter was out, and tea for one was laid in the front room. He drew his chair to the table, and taking up the tea-pot, which the maid had just brought in, poured himself out a cup of tea.

He looked round the comfortable room with pleasure. After all, nobody could take that from him. He stirred his tea and had just raised the cup to his lips when he set it down untasted and sat staring blankly before him. A low rumble of voices from the kitchen fell unpleasantly on his ear; and his daughter Joan had left instructions too specific to be misunderstood as to his behaviour in the event of Rosa entertaining male company during her absence. He coughed twice, loudly, and was glad to note the disappearance of the rumble. Pleased with his success he coughed a third time, a sonorous cough charged with importance. A whispered rumble, possibly a suggestion of withdrawal, came from the kitchen.

Only his tea gone the wrong way, he heard, reassuringly, from Rosa.

The rumble, thus encouraged, deepened again. It became confident and was heard to laugh. Mr. Hartley rose and, standing on the hearthrug with legs apart, resolved to play the man. He leaned over and rang the bell. The voices stopped. Then he heard Rosa say, Not him! you stay where you are.

She came slowly in response to the bell, and thrusting a yellow head in at the door gazed at him inquiringly.

I  I want a little more hot water, said her master, mildly.

More? repeated Rosa. Why, I brought you over a pint.

I want some more, said Mr. Hartley. Then a bright thought struck him. I am expecting Miss Joan home every minute, he added, significantly.

Rosa tossed her head. She aint coming home till nine, she remarked, so if its only for her you want the hot water, you wont want it.

I  I thought I heard a mans voice, he said at last.
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Very good, said her master, with an attempt at dignity; you can go.

Rosa went, whistling. Mr. Hartley, feeling that he had done all that could be expected of a man, sat down and resumed his tea. The rumbling from the kitchen, as though in an endeavour to make up for lost time, became continuous. It also became louder and more hilarious. Pale and determined Mr. Hartley rose a second time and, seizing the bell-pull, rang violently.

Does anybody want to see me? he inquired, as Rosas head appeared.

You? No, was the reply.

I thought, said her master, gazing steadily at the window, I thought somebody was inquiring for me.

Well, there hasnt been, said Rosa.

Mr. Hartley, with a magisterial knitting of the brows, which had occasionally been found effective with junior clerks, affected to ponder.

I  I thought I heard a mans voice, he said at last.

Nobodys been inquiring for you, said Rosa calmly. If they did I should come in and let you know. Nobodys been for you that Ive heard of, and I dont see how they could come without me knowing it.

Just so, said Mr. Hartley. Just so.

He turned to the mantelpiece for his tobacco-jar, and Rosa, after standing for some time at the ready with a hostile stare, cleared her throat noisily and withdrew. The voices in the kitchen broke out with renewed vehemence; Mr. Hartley coughed again  a cough lacking in spirit  and, going out at the front door, passed through the side-entrance to the garden and tended his plants with his back to the kitchen window.

Hard at work at the healthful pastime of weeding, his troubles slipped from him. The path became littered with little tufts of grass, and he was just considering the possibility of outflanking the birch-broom, which had taken up an advantageous position by the kitchen window, when a young man came down the side-entrance and greeted him with respectful enthusiasm.

I brought you these, he said, opening a brown leather bag and extracting a few dried roots. I saw an advertisement. I forget the name of them, but they have beautiful trumpet-shaped flowers. They are free growers, and grow yards and yards the first year.

And miles and miles the second, said Mr. Hartley, regarding them with extraordinary ferocity. Bindweed is the name, and once get it in your garden and youll never get rid of it.

That wasnt the name in the advertisement, said the other, dubiously.

I dont suppose it was, said Hartley. Youve got a lot to learn in gardening yet, Saunders.

Yes, sir, said the other; Ive got a good teacher, though.

Mr. Hartley almost blushed. And how is your garden getting on? he inquired.

Its  its getting on, said Mr. Saunders, vaguely.

I must come and have a look at it, said Hartley.

Not yet, said the young man, hastily. Not yet. I shouldnt like you to see it just yet. Is Miss Hartley well?

Mr. Hartley said she was, and, in an abstracted fashion, led the way down the garden to where an enormous patch of land  or so it seemed to Mr. Saunders  awaited digging. The latter removed his coat and, hanging it with great care on an apple tree, turned back his cuffs and seized the fork.

Its grand exercise, said Mr. Hartley, after watching him for some time.

Grand, said Mr. Saunders, briefly.

As a young man I couldnt dig enough, continued the other, but nowadays it gives me a crick in the back.

Always? inquired Mr. Saunders, with a slight huskiness.

Always, said Mr. Hartley. But I never do it now; Joan wont let me.

Mr. Saunders sighed at the name and resumed his digging. Miss Hartley out? he asked presently, in a casual voice.

Yes; she wont be home till late, said the other. We can have a fine evenings work free of interruptions. Ill go and get on with my weeding.

He moved off and resumed his task; Mr. Saunders, with a suppressed groan, went on with his digging. The ground got harder and harder and his back seemed almost at breaking-point. At intervals he had what gardeners term a straight-up, and with his face turned toward the house listened intently for any sounds that might indicate the return of its mistress.

Half-past eight, said Hartley at last; time to knock off. Ive put a few small plants in your bag for you; better put them in in the morning before you start off.

Mr. Saunders thanked him, and reaching down his coat put it on and followed Mr. Hartley to the house. The latter, steering him round by the side-entrance, accompanied him to the front gate.

If you would like to borrow my roller or lawn-mower at any time, he said, cordially, I should be very pleased to lend them to you. It isnt very far.

Mr. Saunders, who would sooner have died than have been seen dragging a roller through the streets, thanked him warmly. With an idea of prolonging his stay, he suggested looking at them.

Theyre locked up now, said Mr. Hartley. See them another time. Good-night.

Good-night, said Mr. Saunders. Ill look in to-morrow evening, if I may.

No use to-morrow, Mr. Hartley called after him; there will be nobody at home but Joan.


CHAPTER II

MR. ROBERT VYNER entered upon his new duties with enthusiasm. The second day he was at the office half an hour before anybody else; on the third day the staff competed among themselves for the honour of arriving first, and greeted him as respectfully as their feelings would permit when he strolled in at a quarter to eleven. The arrival of the senior partner on the day following at a phenomenally early hour, for the sake of setting an example to the junior, filled them with despair. Their spirits did not revive until Mr. John had given up the task as inconvenient and useless.

A slight fillip was given to Roberts waning enthusiasm by the arrival of new furniture for his room. A large mahogany writing-table, full of drawers and pigeon-holes, gave him a pleasant sense of importance, and the revolving chair which went with it afforded a welcome relief to a young and ardent nature. Twice the office-boy had caught the junior partner, with his legs tucked up to avoid collisions, whirling wildly around, and had waited respectfully at the door for the conclusion of the performance.
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It goes a bit stiff, Bassett, said the junior partner.

Yessir, said Bassett.

Im trying to ease it a bit, explained Mr. Robert.

Yessir, said Bassett again.

Mr. Robert regarded him closely. An undersized boy in spectacles, with a large head and an air of gravity and old age on his young features, which the junior thought somewhat ill-placed for such an occasion.

I suppose you never twizzle round on your chair, Bassett? he said, slowly.

Bassett shivered at the idea. No, sir, he said, solemnly; Ive got my work to do.

Mr. Robert sought for other explanations. And, of course, you have a stool, he remarked; you couldnt swing round on that.

Not even if I wanted to, sir, said the unbending Bassett.

Mr. Robert nodded, and taking some papers from his table held them before his face and surveyed the youth over the top. Bassett stood patiently to attention.

Thats all right, said the other; thank you.

Thank you, sir, said Bassett, turning to the door.

By the way, said Mr. Robert, eying him curiously as he turned the handle, what exercise do you take?

Exercise, sir? said Bassett.

Mr. Robert nodded. What do you do of an evening for amusement after the arduous toils of the day are past? Marbles?

No, sir, said the outraged one. If I have any time to spare I amuse myself with a little shorthand.

Amuse! exclaimed the other. He threw himself back in his chair and, sternly checking its inclination to twirl again, sought for a flaw in the armour of this paragon. And what else do you do in the way of recreation?

Ive got a vivarium, sir.

Mr. Robert hesitated, but curiosity got the better of his dignity. Whats that? he inquired.

A thing I keep frogs and toads in, sir, was the reply.

Mr. Robert, staring hard at him, did his honest best to check the next question, but it came despite himself. Are you  are you married, Bassett? he inquired.

Bassett regarded him calmly. No, sir, he said, with perfect gravity. I live at home with my mother.

The junior partner gave him a nod of dismissal, and for some time sat gazing round the somewhat severely furnished office, wondering with some uneasiness what effect such surroundings might have on a noble but impressionable temperament. He brought round a few sketches the next day to brighten the walls, and replaced the gum-bottle and other useful ornaments by some German beer-mugs.

Even with these aids to industry he found the confinement of office somewhat irksome, and, taking a broad view of his duties, gradually relieved Bassett of his errands to the docks. It was necessary, he told himself, to get a thorough grasp of the whole business of ship-owning. In the stokeholds of Vyner and Sons steamships he talked learnedly on coal with the firemen, and, quite unaided, hit on several schemes for the saving of coal  all admirable except for the fact: that several knots per hour would be lost.

The thing is to take an all-round view, he said to Captain Trimblett, of the SS. Indian Chief, as he strolled back with that elderly mariner from the ship to the office one day.

Thats it, sir, said the captain.

Dont waste, and, at the same time, dont pinch, continued Mr. Robert, oracularly.

Thats business in a nutshell, commented the captain. Dont spoil the ship for a haporth of tar, and, on the other hand, dont get leaving the tar about for other people to sit on.

But you got it off, said Robert, flushing. You told me you had.

As far as tar ever can be got off, asserted the captain, gloomily. Yes. Why I put my best trousers on this morning, he continued, in a tone of vague wonder, Im sure I dont know. It was meant to be, I suppose; its all for some wise purpose: that we dont know of.

Wise fiddlesticks! exclaimed Robert, shortly Your particular brand of fatalism is the most extraordinary nonsense I ever heard of. What it means: is that thousands of years ago, or millions, perhaps, was decided that I should be born on purpose to tar your blessed trousers.

That and other things, said the immovable captain. Its all laid down for us, everything we do, and we cant help doing it. When I put on those trousers this morning

Oh, hang your trousers, said Robert. You said it didnt matter, and youve been talking about nothing else ever since.

I wont say another word about it, said the captain. I remember the last pair I had done; a pair o white ducks. My steward it was; one o those silly, fat-headed, staring-eyed, garping

Go on, said the other, grimly.

Nice, bright young fellows, concluded the captain, hastily; he got on very well, I believe.

After he left you, I suppose? said Mr. Vyner, smoothly.

Yes, said the innocent captain. He caught a glance of the others face and ruminated. After I had broken him of his silly habits, he added.

He walked along smiling, and, raising his cap with a flourish, beamed in a fatherly manner on a girl who was just passing. Robert replaced his hat and glanced over his left shoulder.

Who is that? he inquired. I saw her the other day; her face seems familiar to me.

Joan Hartley, replied the captain. Nathaniel Hartleys daughter. To my mind, the best and prettiest girl in Salthaven.
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Eh? said the other, staring. Hartleys daughter? Why, I should have thought

The best and prettiest girl in Salthaven

Yes, sir? said Captain Trimblett, after a pause.

Nothing, concluded Robert, lamely. She doesnt look like it; thats all.

Shes got his nose, maintained the captain, with the obstinate air of a man prepared to go to the stake for his opinions. Like as two peas their noses are; youd know them for father and daughter anywhere by that alone.

Mr. Vyner assented absently. He was wondering where the daughter of the chief clerk got her high looks from.

Very clever girl, continued the captain. She got a scholarship and went to college, and then, when her poor mother died, Hartley was so lonely that she gave it all up and came home to keep house for him.

Quite a blue-stocking, suggested Robert.

Theres nothing of the blue-stocking about her, said the captain, warmly. In fact, I shouldnt be surprised if she became engaged soon.

Mr. Vyner became interested. Oh! he said, with an instinctive glance over his left shoulder.

Captain Trimblett nodded sagely. Young fellow of the name of Saunders, he said slowly.

Oh! said the other again.

You might have seen him at Wilsons, the ship-brokers, pursued the captain. Bert Saunders his name is. Rather a dressy youngster, perhaps. Generally wears a pink shirt and a very high stand-up collar  one o those collars that you have to get used to.

Mr. Vyner nodded.

Hes not good enough for her, said the captain, shaking his head. But then, nobody is. Looked at that way its all right.

You seem to take a great interest in it, said Robert.

He came to me with his troubles, said Captain Trimblett, bunching up his gray beard in his hand reflectively. Leastways, he made a remark or two which I took up. Acting under my advice he is taking up gardening.

Mr. Vyner glanced at him in mystification.

Hartley is a great gardener, explained the other with a satisfied smile. What is the result? He can go there when he likes, so to speak. No awkwardness or anything of that sort. He can turn up there bold as brass to borrow a trowel, and take three or four hours doing it.

Youre a danger to society, said Robert, shaking his head.

People ought to marry while theyre young, said the captain. If they dont, like as not theyre crazy to marry in their old age. Theres my landlord here at Tranquil Vale, fifty-two next birthday, and over his ears in love. He has got it about as bad as a man can have it.

And the lady? inquired Robert.

Shes all right, said the captain. He lowered his voice confidentially. Its Peters sister, thats the trouble. Hes afraid to let her know. All we can do is to drop a little hint here and a little hint there, so as to prepare her for the news when its broken to her.

Is she married? inquired Robert, pausing as they reached the office.

No, said Captain Trimblett; widow.

Mr. Vyner gave a low whistle. When do you sail, capn? he inquired, in a voice oily with solicitude.

Soon as my engine-room repairs are finished, I suppose, said the other, staring.

And you  you are giving her hints about courtship and marriage? inquired Mr. Vyner, in tones of carefully-modulated surprise.

Shes a sensible woman, said the captain, reddening, and shes no more likely to marry again than I am.

Just what I was thinking, said Mr. Vyner.

He shook his head, and, apparently deep in thought, turned and walked slowly up the stairs. He was pleased to notice as he reached the first landing that the captain was still standing where he had left him, staring up the stairs.


CHAPTER III

IN a somewhat ruffled state of mind Captain Trimblett pursued his way toward Tranquil Vale, a row of neat cottages situated about a mile and a half from the town, and inhabited principally by retired mariners. The gardens, which ran down to the river, boasted a particularly fine strain of flag-staffs; battered figure-heads in swan-like attitudes lent a pleasing touch of colour, and old boats sawn in halves made convenient arbours in which to sit and watch the passing pageant of the sea.

At No. 5 the captain paused to pass a perfectly dry boot over a scraper of huge dimensions which guarded the entrance, and, opening the door, finished off on the mat. Mrs. Susanna Chinnery, who was setting tea, looked up at his entrance, and then looked at the clock.

Kettles just on the boil, she remarked.

Your kettle always is, said the captain, taking a chair when its time for it to be, I mean, he added, hastily, as Mrs. Chinnery showed signs of correcting him.

Its as easy to be punctual as otherwise, said Mrs. Chinnery; easier, if people did but know it.

So it is, murmured the captain, and sat gazing, with a sudden wooden expression, at a picture opposite of the eruption of Vesuvius.

Peters late again, said Mrs. Chinnery, in tones of hopeless resignation.

Business, perhaps, suggested Captain Trimblett, still intent on Vesuvius.

For years and years you could have set the clock by him, continued Mrs. Chinnery, bustling out to the kitchen and bustling back again with the kettle; now I never know when to expect him. He was late yesterday.

Captain Trimblett cleared his throat. He saw a man nearly run over, he reminded her.

Yes; but how long would that take him? retorted Mrs. Chinnery. If the man had been run over I could have understood it.

The captain murmured something about shock.

On Friday he was thirty-three minutes late, continued the other.

Friday, said the faithful captain. Friday he stopped to listen to a man playing the bagpipes  a Scotchman.

That was Thursday, said Mrs. Chinnery.

The captain affected to ponder. So it was, he said, heartily. What a memory you have got! Of course, Friday he walked back to the office for his pipe.

Well, we wont wait for him, said Mrs. Chinnery, taking the head of the table and making the tea. If he cant come in to time he must put up with his tea being cold. Thats the way we were brought up.

A very good way, too, said the captain. He put a radish into his mouth and, munching slowly, fell to gazing at Vesuvius again. It was not until he had passed his cup up for the second time that a short, red-faced man came quickly into the room and, taking a chair from its place against the wall, brought it to the table and took a seat opposite the captain.

Late again, Peter, said his sister.

Been listening to a man playing the cornet, said Mr. Truefitt, briefly.

Captain Trimblett, taking the largest radish he could find, pushed it into his mouth and sat gazing at him in consternation. He had used up two musical instruments in less than a week.

Youre getting fond of music in your old age, said Mrs. Chinnery, tartly. But you always are late nowadays. When it isnt music its something else. Whats come over you lately I cant think.

Mr. Truefitt cleared his throat for speech, and then, thinking better of it, helped himself to some bread and butter and went on with his meal. His eyes met those of Captain Trimblett and then wandered away to the window. The captain sprang into the breach.

He wants a wife to keep him in order, he said, with a boldness that took Mr. Truefitts breath away.

Wife! exclaimed Mrs. Chinnery. Peter!

She put down her cup and laughed  a laugh so free from disquietude that Mr. Truefitt groaned in spirit.

Hell go off one of these days. said the captain with affected joviality. You see if he dont.

Mrs. Chinnery laughed again. Hes a born bachelor, she declared. Why, hed sooner walk a mile out of his way any day than meet a woman. Hes been like it ever since he was a boy. When I was a girl and brought friends of mine home to tea, Peter would sit like a stuffed dummy and never say a word.

Ive known older bachelors than him to get married, said the captain. Ive known em down with it as sudden as heart disease. In a way, it is heart disease, I suppose.

Peters hearts all right, said Mrs. Chinnery.

He might drop down any moment, declared the captain.

Mr. Truefitt, painfully conscious of their regards, passed his cup up for some more tea and made a noble effort to appear amused, as the captain cited instance after instance of confirmed bachelors being led to the altar.

I broke the ice for you to-day, he said, as they sat after tea in the little summer-house at the bottom of the garden, smoking.

Mr. Truefitts gaze wandered across the river. Yes, he said, slowly, yes.

I was surprised at myself, said the captain.

I was surprised at you, said Mr. Truefitt, with some energy. So far as I can see, you made it worse.

The captain started. I did it for the best, my lad, he said, reproachfully. She has got to know some day. You cant be made late by cornets and bagpipes every day.

Mr. Truefitt rumpled his short gray hair. You see, I promised her, he said, suddenly.

I know, said the captain, nodding. And now youve promised Miss Willett.

When they brought him home dead, said Mr. Truefitt, blowing out a cloud of smoke, she was just twenty-five. Pretty she was then, capn, as pretty a maid as youd wish to see. As long as I live, Susanna, and have a home, you shall share it; thats what I said to her.

The captain nodded again.

And shes kept house for me for twenty-five years, continued Mr. Truefitt; and the surprising thing to me is the way the years have gone. I didnt realize it until I found an old photograph of hers the other day taken when she was twenty. Men dont change much.

The captain looked at him  at the close-clipped gray whiskers, the bluish lips, and the wrinkles round the eyes. No, he said, stoutly. But she could live with you just the same.

The other shook his head. Susanna would never stand another woman in the house, he said, slowly. She would go out and earn her own living; thats her pride. And she wouldnt take anything from me. Its turning her out of house and home.

Shed be turning herself out, said the captain.

Of course, there is the chance she might marry again, said the other, slowly. Shes had several chances, but she refused em all.

From what she said one day, said the captain, I got the idea that she has kept from marrying all these years for your sake.

Mr. Truefitt put his pipe down on the table and stared blankly before him. Thats the worst of it, he said, forlornly; but something will have to be done. Ive been engaged three weeks now, and every time I spend a few minutes with Cecilia  Miss Willett  I have to tell a lie about it.

You do it very well, said his friend. Very well indeed.

And Susanna regards me as the most truthful man that ever breathed, continued Mr. Truefitt.

Youve got a truthful look about you, said the captain. If I didnt know you so well I should have thought the same.

Unconscious of Mr. Truefitts regards he rose and, leaning his arm on the fence at the bottom of the garden, watched the river.

Miss Willett thinks she might marry again, said Mr. Truefitt, picking up his pipe and joining him. Shed make an excellent wife for anybody  anybody.

The captain assented with a nod.

Nobody could have a better wife, said Mr. Truefitt.

The captain, who was watching an outward-bound barque, nodded again, absently.

Shes affectionate, pursued Mr. Truefitt, a wonderful housekeeper, a good conversationalist, a good cook, always punctual, always at home, always

The captain, surprised at a fluency so unusual, turned and eyed him in surprise. Mr. Truefitt broke off abruptly, and, somewhat red in the face, expressed his fear that the barque would take the mud if she were not careful. Captain Trimblett agreed and, to his friends relief, turned his back on him to watch her more closely. It was a comfortable position, with his arms on the fence, and he retained it until Mr. Truefitt had returned to the summer-house.
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CHAPTER IV

MR. ROBERT VYNER had been busy all the afternoon, and the clock still indicated fifteen minutes short of the time at which he had intended to leave. He leaned back in his chair, and, yielding to the slight rotatory movement of that active piece of furniture, indulged in the first twirl for three days. Bassett or no Bassett, it was exhilarating, and, having gone to the limit in one direction, he obtained impetus by a clutch at the table and whirled back again. A smothered exclamation from the door arrested his attention, and putting on the break with some suddenness he found himself looking into the pretty, astonished eyes of Joan Hartley.

I beg your pardon, she said, in confusion. I thought it was my father.

It  it got stuck, said Mr. Vyner, springing up and regarding the chair with great disfavour. I was trying to loosen it. I shall have to send it back, Im afraid; its badly made. Theres no cabinet-making nowadays.

Miss Hartley retreated to the doorway.

I am sorry; I expected to find my father here, she said. It used to be his room.

Yes, it was his room, said the young man. If you will come in and sit down I will send for him.

It doesnt matter, thank you, said Joan, still standing by the door. If you will tell me where his room is now, I will go to him.

He  he is in the general office, said Robert Vyner, slowly.

Miss Hartley bit her lip and her eyes grew sombre.

Dont go, said Mr. Vyner, eagerly. Ill go and fetch him. He is expecting you.

Expecting me? said the girl. Why, he didnt know I was coming.

Perhaps I misunderstood him, murmured Mr. Vyner. Pressure of business, he said, vaguely, indicating a pile of papers on his table. Hardly know what people do say to me.

He pushed a comfortable easy-chair to the window, and the girl, after a moments hesitation, seated herself and became interested in the life outside. Robert Vyner, resuming his seat, leaned back and gazed at her in frank admiration.

Nice view down the harbour, isnt it? he said, after a long pause.

Miss Hartley agreed  and sat admiring it.

Salthaven is a pretty place altogether, I think, continued Robert. I was quite glad to come back to it. I like the town and I like the people. Except for holidays I havent been in the place since I was ten.

Miss Hartley, feeling that some comment was expected, said, Indeed!

You have lived here all your life, I suppose? said the persevering Robert.

Practically, said Miss Hartley.

Mr. Vyner stole a look at her as she sat sideways by the window. Conscience and his visitors manner told him that he ought to go for her father; personal inclination told him that there was no hurry. For the first time in his experience the office became most desirable place in the world. He wanted to sit still and look at her, and for some time, despite her restlessness, obeyed his inclinations. She turned at last to ask for her father, and in the fraction of a second he was immersed in a bundle of papers. Knitted brows and pursed lips testified to his absorption. He seized a pen and made an endorsement; looked at it with his head on one side and struck it out again.
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My father? said Miss Hartley, in a small but determined voice.

Mr. Vyner gazed at her in a preoccupied fashion. Suddenly his face changed.

Good gracious! yes, he said, springing up and going to the door. How stupid of me!

He stepped into the corridor and stood reflecting. In some circumstances he could be business-like enough. After reflecting for three minutes he came back into the room.

He will be in soon, he said, resuming his seat. Inwardly he resolved to go and fetch him later on  when the conversation flagged, for instance. Meantime he took up his papers and shook his head over them.

I wish I had got your fathers head for business, he said, ruefully.

Miss Hartley turned on him a face from which all primness had vanished. The corners of her mouth broke and her eyes grew soft. She smiled at Mr. Vyner, and Mr. Vyner, pluming himself upon his address, smiled back.

If I knew half as much as he does, he continued, Id  Id  

Miss Hartley waited, her eyes bright with expectation.

Id, repeated Mr. Vyner, who had rashly embarked on a sentence before he had seen the end of it, have a jolly easy time of it, he concluded, breathlessly.

Miss Hartley surveyed him in pained surprise. I thought my father worked very hard, she said, with a little reproach in her voice.

So he does, said the young man, hastily, but he wouldnt if he only had my work to do; thats what I meant. As far as he is concerned he works far too hard. He sets an example that is a trouble to all of us except the office-boy. Do you know Bassett?

Miss Hartley smiled. My father tells me he is a very good boy, she said.

A treasure! said Robert. Good doesnt describe Bassett. He is the sort of boy who would get off a bus after paying his fare to kick a piece of orange peel off the pavement. He has been nourished on copy-book headings and Sanford and Merton. Ever read Sanford and Merton?

I  I tried to once, said Joan.

There was no trying with Bassett, said Mr. Vyner, rather severely. He took to it as a duck takes to water. By modelling his life on its teaching he won a silver medal for never missing an attendance at school.

Father has seen it, said Joan, with a smile.

Even the measles failed to stop him, continued Robert. Day by day, a little more flushed than usual, perhaps, he sat in his accustomed place until the whole school was down with it and had to be closed in consequence. Then, and not till then, did Bassett feel that he had saved the situation.

I dont suppose he knew it, poor boy, said Joan.

Anyway, he got the medal, said Robert, and he has a row of prizes for good conduct. I never had one; not even a little one. I suppose you had a lot?

Miss Hartley maintained a discreet silence.

Nobody ever seemed to notice my good conduct, continued Mr. Vyner, still bent on making conversation. They always seemed to notice the other kind fast enough; but the good seemed to escape them.

He sighed faintly, and glancing at the girl, who was looking out of the window again, took up his pen and signed his blotting-paper.

I suppose you know the view from that window pretty well? he said, putting the paper aside with great care.

Ever since I was a small girl, said Joan, looking round. I used to come here sometimes and wait for father. Not so much lately; and now, of course

Mr. Vyner looked uncomfortable. I hope you will come to this room whenever you want to see him, he said, earnestly. He  he seemed to prefer being in the general office.

Miss Hartley busied herself with the window again. Seemed to prefer, she said, impatiently, under her breath. Yes.

There was a long silence, which Mr. Vyner, gazing in mute consternation at the vision of indignant prettiness by the window, felt quite unable to break. He felt that the time had at last arrived at which he might safely fetch Mr. Hartley without any self-upbraidings later on, and was just about to rise when the faint tap at the door by which Bassett always justified his entrance stopped him, and Bassett entered the room with some cheques for signature. Despite his habits, the youth started slightly as he saw the visitor, and then, placing the cheques before Mr. Vyner, stood patiently by the table while he signed them.

That will do, said the latter, as he finished. Thank you.

Thank you, sir, said Bassett. He gave a slow glance at the window, and, arranging the cheques neatly, turned toward the door.

Will Mr. Hartley be long? inquired Joan, turning round.

Mr. Hartley, miss? said Bassett, pausing, with his hand on the knob. Mr. Hartley left half an hour ago.

Mr. Vyner, who felt the eyes of Miss Hartley fixed upon him, resisted by a supreme effort the impulse to look at her in return.

Bassett! he said, sharply.

Sir? said the other.. Didnt you, said Mr. Vyner, with a fine and growing note of indignation in his voice didnt you tell Mr. Hartley that Miss Hartley was here waiting for him?

No, sir, said Bassett, gazing at certain mysterious workings of the junior partners face with undisguised amazement. I

Do you mean to tell me, demanded Mr. Vyner, looking at him with great significance, that you forgot?

No, sir, said Bassett; I didnt

That will do, broke in Mr. Vyner, imperiously. That will do. You can go.

But, said the amazed youth, how could I tell

That  will  do, said Mr. Vyner, very distinctly.

I dont want any excuses. You can go at once. And the next time you are told to deliver a message, please dont forget. Now go.

With a fine show of indignation he thrust the gasping Bassett from the room.
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He rose from his chair and, with a fine show of indignation, thrust the gasping Bassett from the room, and then turned to face the girl.

I am so sorry, he began. That stupid boy  you see how stupid he is

It doesnt matter, thank you, said Joan. It  it wasnt very important.

He doesnt usually forget things, murmured Mr. Vyner. I wish now, he added, truthfully, that I had told Mr. Hartley myself.

He held the door open for her, and, still expressing his regret, accompanied her down-stairs to the door. Miss Hartley, somewhat embarrassed, and a prey to suspicions which maidenly modesty forbade her to voice, listened in silence.

Next time you come, said Mr. Vyner, pausing just outside the door, I hope

Something dropped between them, and fell with a little tinkling crash on to the pavement. Mr. Vyner stooped, and, picking up a pair of clumsily fashioned spectacles, looked swiftly up at the office window.

Bassett, he said, involuntarily.

He stood looking at the girl, and trying in vain to think of something to say. Miss Hartley, with somewhat more colour than usual, gave him a little bow and hurried off.


CHAPTER V

SMILING despite herself as she thought over the events of the afternoon, Joan Hartley walked thoughtfully homeward. Indignation at Mr. Vyners presumption was mingled with regret that a young man of undeniably good looks and somewhat engaging manners should stoop to deceit. The fact that people are considered innocent until proved guilty did not concern her. With scarcely any hesitation she summed up against him, the only thing that troubled her being what sentence to inflict, and how to inflict it. She wondered what excuse he could make for such behaviour, and then blushed hotly as she thought of the one he would probably advance. Confused at her own thoughts, she quickened her pace, in happy ignorance of the fact that fifty yards behind her Captain Trimblett and her father, who had witnessed with great surprise her leave-taking of Mr. Vyner, were regulating their pace by hers.
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Shes a fine girl, said the captain, after a silence that had endured long enough to be almost embarrassing. A fine girl, but

He broke off, and completed his sentence by a shake of the head.

She must have come for me, said Hartley, and he happened to be standing there and told her I had gone.

No doubt, said the captain, dryly. Thats why she went scurrying off as though she had got a train to catch, and he stood there all that time looking after her. And, besides, every time he sees me, in some odd fashion your name crops up.

My name? said the other, in surprise.

Your name, repeated the captain, firmly, Same as Joans, aint it? The after-part of it, anyway. Thats the attraction. Talk all round you  and I talk all round you, too. Nobodyd dream youd got a daughter to hear the two of us talk  sometimes. Other times, if I bring her name in, theyd think youd got nothing else.

Mr. Hartley glanced at him uneasily. Perhaps he began.

Theres no perhaps about it, said the masterful captain. If youre not very careful therell be trouble. You know what Mr. John is  hes got big ideas, and the youngster is as obstinate as a mule.

Its all very well, said Hartley, but how can I be careful? What can I do? Besides, I dare say you are making mountains of mole-heaps; she probably hurried off thinking to catch me up.

Captain Trimblett gave a little dry cough. Ask her, he said, impressively.

Im not going to put any such ideas into her head, said his friend.

Sound her, then, said the captain. This is the way I look at it. We all think he is a very nice fellow, dont we?

He is, said Hartley, decidedly.

And we all think shes a splendid girl, dont we? continued the other.

Something of the sort, said Hartley, smiling.

There you are, then, said the captain, triumphantly. What is more likely than that they should think the same of each other? Besides, I know what he thinks; I can read him like a book.

You cant read Joan, though, said the other. Why, she often puzzles me.

I can try, said the captain. I havent known her all these years for nothing. Now, dont tell her we saw her. You leave her to me  and listen.

Better leave her alone, said Hartley.

The captain, who was deep in thought, waved the suggestion aside. He walked the remainder of the way in silence, and even after they were in the house was so absorbed in his self-appointed task, and so vague in his replies, that Joan, after offering him the proverbial penny for his thoughts, suggested to her father in a loud whisper that he had got something in mind.

Thinking of the ships he has lost, she said, in a still louder whisper.

The captain smiled and shook his head at her.

Couldnt lose a ship if I tried, he said, nudging Hartley to call his attention to what was to follow. I was saying so to Mr. Robert only yesterday!

His voice was so deliberate, and his manner so significant, that Miss Hartley looked up in surprise. Then she coloured furiously as she saw both gentlemen eying her with the air of physicians on the lookout for unfavourable symptoms. Anger only deepened her colour, and an unladylike and unfilial yearning to bang their two foolish heads together possessed her. Explanations were impossible, and despite her annoyance she almost smiled as she saw the concern in the eye the captain turned on her father.

Saying so only yesterday, repeated the former, to Mr. Robert.

I saw him this afternoon, said Joan, with forced composure. I went up to fathers room and found him there. Why didnt you tell me you had given up your room, father?

Mr. Hartley pleaded in excuse that he thought he had told her, and was surprised at the vehemence of her denial. With a slightly offended air he pointed out that it was a very small matter after all.

There is nothing to be annoyed about, he said.

You went there to see me, and, not finding me there, came down again.

Ye-es, said Joan, thoughtfully.

Just put her head in at the door and fled, explained the captain, still watching her closely.

Miss Hartley appeared not to have heard him.

Came down three stairs at a time, he continued, with a poor attempt at a chuckle.

I was there about half an hour waiting for father, said Joan, eying him very steadily. I thought that he was in the other office. Is there anything else I can tell you?

The captain collapsed suddenly, and, turning a red face upon Hartley, appealed to him mutely for succour.

Me? he spluttered, feebly. I  I dont want to know anything. Your father thought

I didnt think anything, said Hartley, with some haste.

The captain eyed him reproachfully. I thought your father thought he began, and, drawing out a large handkerchief, blew his nose violently.

Yes? said Joan, still very erect.

That is all, said the captain, with an air of dignity.

He brushed some imaginary atoms from his beard, and, finding the girls gaze still somewhat embarrassing, sought to relieve the tension.

Ive known you since you were five, he said, with inconsequent pathos.

I know, said Joan, smiling, and putting her hand on his broad shoulder. Youre a dear old stupid; that is all.

Always was, said the relieved captain, from a child.

He began, with a cheerful countenance, to narrate anecdotes of his stupidity until, being interrupted by Hartley with one or two choice examples that he had forgotten, he rose and muttered something about seeing the garden. His progress was stayed by a knock at the front door and an intimation from Rosa that he was wanted.

My bosun, he said, reentering the room with a letter. Excuse me.

He broke the seal, and turned to Hartley with a short laugh. Peter Truefitt, he said, wants me to meet him at nine oclock and go home together, pretending that he has been here with me. Peter is improving.

But he cant go on like this forever, said his scandalized friend.

Hes all right, said the captain, with a satisfied wink. Im looking after him. Im stage-manager. Ill see  

His voice faltered, and then died away as he caught Miss Hartleys eye and noticed the air of artless astonishment with which she was regarding him.

Always was from a child, she quoted.

The captain ignored her.

Ill just give Walters a note, he said, turning to Hartley with some dignity. You dont mind his waiting?

He turned to a small writing-table, and with an air of preoccupation, assumed for Miss Hartleys benefit, began to try a pen on his thumb-nail. Hartley, going to the door, sent the boatswain off to the kitchen for a glass of ale.

Or perhaps you prefer tea? he added, thoughtfully.

Ale will do, sir, said Mr. Walters, humbly.

He walked to the kitchen, and, pushing the door open softly, went in. Rosa Jelks, who was sitting down reading, put aside her book and smiled welcome.

Sit down, she said, patronizingly; sit down.

I was going to, said Mr. Walters. Im to ave a glass of ale.

Say please, said Rosa, shaking her yellow locks at him, and rising to take a glass from the dresser.

She walked into the scullery humming a tune, and the pleasant sound of beer falling into a glass fell on the boatswains ears. He stroked his small black moustache and smiled.

Would you like me to take a sip at the glass first? inquired Rosa, coming back carefully with a brimming glass, just to give it a flavour?

Mr. Walters stared at her in honest amazement. After a moment he remarked gruffly that the flavour of the ale itself was good enough for him. Rosas eyes sparkled.

Just a sip, she pleaded.

Go on, then, said Mr. Walters, grudgingly.

Chin, chin! said Rosa.

The boatswains face relaxed. Then it hardened suddenly and a dazed look crept into his eyes as Rosa, drinking about two-thirds of the ale, handed him the remainder.

Thats for your impudence, she said, sharply. I dont like beer.

Mr. Walters, still dazed, finished the beer without a word and placed the glass on the table. A faint sigh escaped him, but that was all.

Bear! said Rosa, making a face at him.

She looked at his strong, lean face and powerful figure approvingly, but the bereaved boatswain took no notice.

Bear! said Rosa again.

She patted her hair into place, and, in adjusting a hair-pin, permitted a long, thick tress to escape to her shoulder. She uttered a little squeal of dismay.

False, aint it? inquired Mr. Walters, regarding her antics with some amazement.

False! exclaimed Rosa. Certainly not. Here! Tug!

She presented her shoulder to the boatswain, and he, nothing loath, gave a tug, animated by the loss of two-thirds of a glass of beer. The next instant a loud slap rang through the kitchen.
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And Id do it again for two pins, said the outraged damsel, as she regarded him with watering eyes. Brute!

She turned away, and, pink with annoyance, proceeded to arrange her hair in a small cracked glass that hung by the mantel-piece.

I ad a cousin once, said Mr. Walters, thoughtfully, that used to let her air down and sit on it. Tall gal, too, she was.

So can I, snapped Rosa, rolling the tress up on her finger, holding it in place, and transfixing it with a hair-pin.

Hm, said the boatswain.

What dye mean by that? demanded Rosa, sharply. Do you mean to say I cant?

You might if you cut it off first, conceded Mr. Walters.

Cut it off? said Rosa, scornfully. Here! Look here!

She dragged out her hair-pins and with a toss of her head sent the coarse yellow locks flying. Then, straightening them slightly, she pulled out a chair and confronted him triumphantly. And at that moment the front-room bell rang.

Thats for you, said Mr. Walters, pointedly.

Rosa, who was already back at the glass, working with feverish haste, made no reply. The bell rang again, and a third time, Rosa finally answering it in a coiffure that looked like a hastily constructed birds nest.

Theres your letter, she said, returning with a face still flushed. Take it and go.

Thankee, said the boatswain. Was they very frightened?

Take it and go, repeated Rosa, with cold dignity. Your young woman might be expecting you; pity to keep her waiting.

I aint got a young woman, said Mr. Walters, slowly.

You surprise me! said Rosa, with false astonishment.

I never would ave one, said the boatswain, rising, and placing the letter in his breast-pocket. Ive got along all right for thirty years without em, and I aint going to begin now.

You must have broke a lot of hearts with disappointment, said Rosa.

I never could see anything in young wimmen, said the boatswain, musingly. Silly things, most of em. Always thinking about their looks; especially them as havent got none.

He took up the empty glass and toyed with it thoughtfully.

Its no good waiting, said Rosa; you wont get no more beer; not if you stay here all night.

So long! said the boatswain, still playing with the glass. So long! I know one or two thatll ave a fit pretty near when I tell em about you sitting on your air.

He put up his left arm instinctively, but Miss Jelks by a supreme effort maintained her calmness. Her eyes and colour were beyond her control, but her voice remained steady.

So long! she said, quietly. She took the glass from him and smiled. If you like to wait a moment, Ill get you a little drop more, she said, graciously.

Heres luck! said Mr. Walters, as she returned with the glass. He drank it slowly and then, wiping his lips with the back of his hand, stood regarding her critically.

Well, so long! he said again, and, before the astonished maiden could resist, placed a huge arm about her neck and kissed her.

You do that again, if you dare! she gasped, indignantly, as she broke loose and confronted him. The idea!

I dont want to do it agin, said the boatswain. Ive ad a glass of ale, and youve ad a kiss. Now were quits.

He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand again and walked off with the air of a man who has just discharged an obligation. He went out the back way, and Rosa, to whom this sort of man was an absolutely new experience, stood gazing after him dumbly. Recovering herself, she followed him to the gate, and, with a countenance on which amazement still lingered, stood watching his tall figure up the road.


CHAPTER VI

WORK! said Mr. Robert Vyner, severely, as he reclined in a deck-chair on the poop of the Indian Chief and surveyed his surroundings through half-closed eyes. Work! Its no good sitting here idling while the worlds work awaits my attention.

Captain Trimblett, who was in a similar posture a yard away, assented. He also added that there was nothing like it.

Theres no play without work, continued Mr. Vyner, in a spirit of self-admonition.

The captain assented again. You said something about work half an hour ago, he remarked.

And I meant it, said Mr. Vyner; only in unconscious imitation I dozed off. What I really want is for somebody to take my legs, somebody else my shoulders, and waft me gently ashore.

I had a cook o mine put ashore like that once, said Captain Trimblett, in a reminiscent voice; only I dont know that I would have called it wafting, and, so far as my memory goes, he didnt either. He had a lot to say about it, too.

Mr. Vyner, with a noisy yawn, struggled out of his chair and stood adjusting his collar and waistcoat.

If I couldnt be a chrysalis, he said, slowly, as he looked down at the recumbent figure of the captain, do you know what I would like to be?

Ive had a very hard days work, said the other, defensively, as he struggled into a sitting posture very hard. And I was awake half the night with the toothache.

That isnt an answer to my question, said Mr. Vyner, gently. But never mind; try and get a little sleep now; try and check that feverish desire for work, which is slowly, very, very slowly, wearing you to skin and bone. Think how grieved the firm would be if the toothache carried you off one night. Why not go below and turn in now? Its nearly five oclock.

Couldnt sleep if I did, replied the captain, gravely. Besides, Ive got somebody coming aboard to have tea with me this afternoon.

All right, Im going, said Robert, reassuringly. Nobody I know, I suppose?

No, said the captain. Not exactly, he added, with a desire of being strictly accurate.

Mr. Vyner became thoughtful. The captains reticence, coupled with the fact that he had made two or three attempts to get rid of him that afternoon, was suspicious. He wondered whether Joan Hartley was the expected guest; the captains unwillingness to talk whenever her name came up having by no means escaped him. And once or twice the captain had, with unmistakable meaning, dropped hints as to the progress made by Mr. Saunders in horticulture and other pursuits. At the idea of this elderly mariner indulging in matrimonial schemes with which he had no sympathy, he became possessed with a spirit of vindictive emulation.

It seems like a riddle; youve excited my curiosity, he said, as he threw himself back in the chair again and looked at the gulls wheeling lazily overhead. Let me see whether I can guess  Ill go as soon as I have.

Tisnt worth guessing, said Captain Trimblett, with a touch of brusqueness.

Dont make it too easy, pleaded Mr. Vyner. Guess number one: a lady?

The captain grunted.

A widow, continued Mr. Vyner, in the slow, rapt tones of a clairvoyant. The widow!

What do you mean by the widow? demanded the aroused captain.

The one you are always talking about, replied Mr. Vyner, winking at the sky.

Me! said the captain, purpling. I dont talk about her. You dont hear me talk about her. Im not always talking about anybody. I might just have mentioned her name when talking about Truefitts troubles; thats all.

Thats what I meant, said Robert Vyner, with an air of mild surprise.

Well, its not her, said the captain, shortly.

Somebody I know, but not exactly, mused Robert. Somebody I know, but  Let me think.

He closed his eyes in an effort of memory, and kept them shut so long that the captain, anxious to get him away before his visitors arrival, indulged in a loud and painful fit of coughing. Mr. Vyners eyes remained closed.

Any more guesses? inquired the captain, loudly.

Mr. Vyner, slept on. Gulls mewed overhead; a rattle of cranes sounded from the quays, and a conversation  mostly in hoarse roars  took place between the boatswain in the bows and an elderly man ashore, but he remained undisturbed. Then he sprang up so suddenly that he nearly knocked his chair over, and the captain, turning his head after him in amaze, saw Joan Hartley standing at the edge of the quay.

Before he could interfere Mr. Vyner, holding her hand with anxious solicitude, was helping her aboard. Poised for a moment on the side of the ship, she sprang lightly to the deck, and the young man, relinquishing her hand with some reluctance, followed her slowly toward the captain.

Ten minutes later, by far the calmest of the three, he sat at tea in the small but comfortable saloon. How he got there Captain Trimblett could not exactly remember. Mr. Vyner had murmured something about a slight headache, due in his opinion to the want of a cup of tea, and, even while talking about going home to get it, had in an abstracted fashion drifted down the companion-way.

I feel better already, he remarked, as he passed his cup up to Miss Hartley to be refilled. Its wonderful what a cup of tea will do.

It has its uses, said the captain, darkly.

He took another cup himself and sat silent and watchful, listening to the conversation of his guests. A slight appearance of reserve on Miss Hartleys part, assumed to remind Mr. Vyner of his bad behaviour on the occasion of their last meeting, was dispelled almost immediately. Modesty, tinged with respectful admiration, was in every glance and every note of his voice. When she discovered that a man who had asked for his tea without sugar had drunk without remark a cup containing three lumps, she became thoughtful.

Why didnt you tell me? she asked, in concern.

Modesty and Mr. Vyner  never boon companions  parted company.

I thought you had given me the wrong cup, he said, simply.

The explanation seemed to Captain Trimblett quite inadequate. He sat turning it over in his mind, and even the rising colour in Miss Hartleys cheek did not serve to enlighten him. But he was glad to notice that she was becoming reserved again. Mr. Vyner noticed it, too, and, raging inwardly against a tongue which was always striving after his undoing, began with a chastened air to criticise the architecture of the new chapel in Porter Street. Architecture being a subject of which the captain knew nothing, he discussed it at great length, somewhat pleased to find that both his listeners were giving him their undivided attention.

He was glad to notice, when they went up on deck again, that his guests had but little to say to each other, and, with a view to keeping them apart as much as possible, made no attempt to detain her when Joan rose and said that she must be going. She shook hands and then turned to Mr. Vyner.

Oh, I must be going, too, said that gentleman.

He helped her ashore and, with a wave of his hand to Captain Trimblett, set off by her side. At the bridge, where their ways homeward diverged, Joan half stopped, but Mr. Vyner, gazing straight ahead, kept on.

Fine chap, Captain Trimblett, he said, suddenly.

He is the kindest man I know, said Joan, warmly.

Mr. Vyner sang his praises for three hundred yards, secretly conscious that his companion was thinking of ways and means of getting rid of him. The window of a confectioners shop at last furnished the necessary excuse.

I have got a little shopping to do, she said, diving in suddenly. Good-by.

The good-by was so faint that it was apparent to her as she stood in the shop and gave a modest order for chocolates that he had not heard it. She bit her lip, and after a glance at the figure outside, added to her order a large one for buns. She came out of the shop with a bag overflowing with them.

Let me, said Mr. Vyner, hastily.

Miss Hartley handed them over at once, and, walking by his side, strove hard to repress malicious smiles. She walked slowly and gave appraising glances at shop windows, pausing finally at a greengrocers to purchase some bananas. Mr. Vyner, with the buns held in the hollow of his arm, watched her anxiously, and his face fell as she agreed with the greengrocer as to the pity of spoiling a noble bunch he was displaying. Insufficiently draped in a brown-paper bag, it took Mr. Vyners other arm.

You are quite useful, said Miss Hartley, with a bright smile.

Mr. Vyner returned the smile, and in bowing to an acquaintance nearly lost a bun. He saved it by sheer sleight of hand, and noting that his companion was still intent on the shops, wondered darkly what further burdens were in store for him. He tried to quicken the pace, but Miss Hartley was not to be hurried.

I must go in here, I think, she said, stopping in front of a drapers. I shant be long.

Mr. Vyner took his stand by the window with his back to the passers-by, and waited. At the expiration of ten minutes he peeped in at the door, and saw Miss Hartley at the extreme end of the shop thoughtfully fingering bales of cloth. He sighed, and, catching sight of a small boy regarding him, had a sudden inspiration.

Here! Would you like some buns, old chap? he cried.

The childs eyes glistened.

Take em, said Mr. Vyner, thankfully. Dont drop em.

He handed them over and stood smiling benevolently as the small boy, with both arms clasped round the bag, went off hugging it to his bosom. Another urchin, who had been regarding the transaction with speechless envy, caught his eye. He beckoned him to him and, with a few kind words and a fatherly admonition not to make himself ill, presented him with the bananas. Then he drew a deep breath, and with a few kind words he presented him with the bananas assuming an expression of gravity befitting the occasion, braced himself for the inevitable encounter.
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Five minutes later Miss Hartley, bearing a large and badly-tied parcel, came smiling out to him. The smile faded suddenly, and she stood regarding him in consternation.

Why  ! she began. Where  ?

Mr. Vyner eyed her carefully. I gave em away, he said, slowly. Two poor, hungry little chaps stood looking at me. I am awfully fond of children, and before I knew what I was doing

Ive no doubt, said Joan, bitterly, as she realized her defeat. Ive no doubt.

Mr. Vyner leaned toward the parcel. Allow me, he murmured, politely.

Thank you, Til carry it myself, said Joan, sharply.

Her taste for shopping had evaporated, and clutching her parcel she walked rapidly homeward. An occasional glance at her companion did not quite satisfy her that he was keeping his sense of humour under proper control. There was a twitching of his lips which might, she felt, in a little time become contagious. She averted her head.

Thats all right, said Mr. Vyner, with a sigh of relief. I was half afraid that I had offended you.


CHAPTER VII

TO the great relief of Mr. Truefitts imagination, his sister suddenly ceased from all comment upon the irregularity of his hours. Unprepared, by the suddenness of the change, he recited mechanically, for the first day or two, the reasons he had invented for his lateness, but their reception was of so chilling a nature that his voice was scarcely audible at the finish. Indeed, when he came home one evening with a perfectly true story of a seaman stabbed down by the harbour, Mrs. Chinnery yawned three times during the narration, and Captain Trimblett shook his head at him.

True or not, said the latter, after Mrs. Chinnery had left the room, it doesnt matter. It isnt worth while explaining when explanations are not asked for.

Do you think she knows? inquired Mr. Truefitt, with bated voice.

She knows something, replied the captain. I believe she knows all about it, else she wouldnt keep so quiet. Why not tell her straight out? Tell her when she comes in, and get it over. Shes got to know some day.

Poor Susan! said Mr. Truefitt, with feeling. Im afraid shell feel it. Its not nice to have to leave home to make room for somebody else. And she wont stay in it with another woman, Im certain.

Here she comes, said the captain, getting up. Ill go out for a little stroll, and when I come back I shall expect to find youve made a clean breast of it.

Mr. Truefitt put out a hand as though to detain him, and then, thinking better of it, nodded at him with an air of great resolution, and puffed furiously at his pipe. Under cover of clouds of smoke he prepared for the encounter.

Closing the door gently behind him, the captain, after a moments indecision, drifted down the road. A shower of rain had brought out sweet odours from the hedgerow opposite, and a touch of salt freshened the breeze that blew up the river. Most of the inhabitants of the Vale were in bed, and the wet road was lonely under the stars. He walked as far as a little bridge spanning a brook that ran into the river, and seating himself on the low parapet smoked thoughtfully. His mind went back to his own marriage many years before, and to his children, whom he had placed, on his wifes death, with a second cousin in London. An unusual feeling of loneliness possessed him. He smoked a second pipe and then, knocking the ashes out on the bridge, walked slowly homeward.

Mr. Truefitt, who was sitting alone, looked up as he entered and smiled vaguely.

All right? queried the captain, closing the door and crossing to a chair.

Right as ninepence, said Mr. Truefitt. Ive been worrying myself all this time for nothing. Judging by her manner, she seemed to think it was the most natural and proper thing in the world.

So it is, said the captain, warmly.

She talked about it as calmly as though she had a brother married every week, continued Mr. Truefitt. I dont suppose she has quite realized it yet.

I dont know that I have, said the captain. This has been the only home Ive had for the last ten years; and I feel leaving it, what must it be for her?

Mr. Truefitt shook his head.

Im beginning to feel old, said the captain, old and lonely. Changes like this bring it home to one.

He took out his pouch, and shaking his head solemnly began to fill his pipe again.

You ought to follow my example, said Mr. Truefitt, eagerly.

Too old, said the captain.

Nonsense! said the other. And the older you get, the lonelier youll feel. Mind that!

I shall go and live with my boys and girls when I leave the sea, said the captain.

Theyll probably be married themselves by that time, said his comforter.

He rose, and, going to an old corner cupboard, took out a bottle of whiskey and a couple of glasses and put them on the table. The captain, helping himself liberally, emptied his glass to Miss Willett.

Shes coming to tea on Friday, with her mother, said Mr. Truefitt.

Captain Trimblett took some more whiskey and solemnly toasted Mrs. Willett. He put his glass down, and lighting his pipe, which had gone out, beamed over at his friend.

Are there any more in the family? he inquired.

Theres an uncle, said Mr. Truefitt, slowly, and  

One at a time, said the captain, stopping him with one hand raised, while he helped himself to some more whiskey with the other. The uncle!

He drank the third glass slowly, and, sinking back in his chair, turned to his friend with a countenance somewhat flushed and wreathed in smiles.

Who else? he inquired.

No more to-night, said Mr. Truefitt, firmly, as he got up and put the bottle back in the cupboard. He came back slowly, and, resuming his seat, gazed in a meditative fashion at his friend.

Talking about your loneliness he began.

My loneliness? repeated the captain, staring at You were talking about feeling lonely, Mr. Truett reminded him.

He proceeded with almost equal care to assist her mother

So I was, said the captain. So I was. Youre quite right; but its all gone now. Its wonderful what a little whiskey will do.

Wonderful what a lot will do, said Mr. Truefitt, with sudden asperity. You were talking about your loneliness, and I was advising you to get married.

So you were, said the captain, nodding at him. Good-night.

He went off to bed with a suddenness that was almost disconcerting. Thus deserted, Mr. Truefitt finished his whiskey and water and, his head full of plans for the betterment of everybody connected with him, blew out the lamp and went upstairs.

Owing possibly to his efforts in this direction Captain Trimblett and Mrs. Chinnery scarcely saw him until Friday afternoon, when he drove up in a fly, and, after handing out Miss Willett with great tenderness, proceeded with almost equal care to assist her mother. The latter, a fragile little old lady, was at once conducted to a chair and, having been comfortably seated was introduced to Mrs. Chinnery.
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Its a long way, she said, as her daughter divested her of her bonnet and shawl, but Cissie would insist on my coming, and I suppose, after all, its only right I should.

Of course, mother, said Miss Willett, hurriedly.

Right is right, continued the old lady, after all is said and done. And Im sure Mr. Truefitt has been to ours often enough.

Mr. Truefitt coughed, and the captain  a loyal friend  assisted him.

Night after night, said the old lady, during a brief interval.

Mr. Truefitt, still coughing slightly, began to place chairs at a table on which, as the captain presently-proved to his own dissatisfaction, there was not even; room for a pair of elbows. At the last moment the seating arrangements had to be altered owing to a leg of the table which got in the way of Mrs. Willetts. The captain, in his anxiety to be of service, lowered a leaf of the table too far, and an avalanche of food descended to the floor.

It dont matter, said Mrs. Chinnery, in a voice that belied her words. Captain Trimblett is always doing something like that. The last time we had visitors he

Kept on eating the cake after she had shaken her head at me, interrupted the captain, who was busy picking up the provisions.

Nothing of the kind, cried Mrs. Chinnery, who was in no mood for frivolity. I shouldnt think of doing such a thing, she added, turning to Mrs. Willett, as the lady allowed herself to be placed in a more convenient position. Its all Captain Trimbletts nonsense.

Mrs. Willett listened politely, It is annoying, though, she remarked.

He might eat all the cake in the house for what I care, said Mrs. Chinnery, turning very red, and raising her voice a little.

As a matter of fact I dont like cake, said the captain, who was becoming uncomfortable.

Perhaps it was something else, said the excellent Mrs. Willett, with the air of one assisting to unravel a mystery.

Mrs. Chinnery, who was pouring out tea, glared at her in silence. She also spared a glance for Captain Trimblett, which made that gentleman seriously uneasy. With an idea of turning the conversation into safer and more agreeable channels, he called the old ladys attention to a pencil drawing of a ruined castle which adorned the opposite wall. Mrs. Willetts first remark was that it had no roof.

Its a ruin, said the captain; done by Mrs. Chinnery.

The faded blue eyes behind the gold-rimmed spectacles inspected it carefully. Done when she was a child  of course? said Mrs. Willett.

Eighteen, said Mrs. Chinnery, in a deep voice.

Im no judge of such things, said the old lady, shaking her head. I only know what I like; but I dare say its very clever.

She turned to help herself from a plate that the captain was offering her, and, finding that it contained cake, said that she would prefer bread and butter.

Not that I dont like cake, she said. As a rule I am rather partial to it.

Well, have some now, said the unfortunate captain, trying to avoid Mrs. Chinnerys eye.

Bread and butter, please, said Mrs. Willett, with quiet decision.

The captain passed it, and after a hopeless glance at Mr. Truefitt and Miss Willett, who were deep in the enjoyment of each others society, returned to the subject of art.

If I could draw like that, maam, he said, with a jerk of his head toward the ruined castle, I should give up the sea.

Mrs. Willett inspected it again, even going to the length of taking off her glasses and polishing them, with a view to doing perfect justice to the subject. Would you really? she said, when she had finished.

The captain made no reply. He sat appalled at the way in which the old lady was using him to pay off some of the debt that she fancied was due to Mrs. Chinnery.

You must see some of my daughters pictures, she said, turning to him. Fruit and birds mostly, in oil colours. But then, of course, she had good masters. Theres one picture  let me see!

She sat considering, and began to reel off the items on her fingers as she enumerated them. Theres a plate of oranges, with a knife and fork, a glass, a bottle, two and a half walnuts and bits of shell, three-quarters of an apple, a pipe, a cigar, a bunch of grapes, and a green parrot looking at it all with his head on one side.

And very natural of him, too, murmured Mrs. Chinnery.

Its coming here, interposed Mr. Truefitt, suddenly. It belongs to Mrs. Willett, but she has given it to us. I wonder which will be the best place for it?

The old lady looked round the room. It will have to hang there, she said, pointing to the Eruption of Vesuvius, where that beehive is.

Bee  ! exclaimed the startled captain. He bent toward her and explained.

Oh, well, it dont matter, said the old lady. I thought it was a beehive  it looks like one; and I cant see whats written under it from here. But thats where Cecilias picture must go.

She made one or two other suggestions with regard to the rearrangement of the pictures, and then, having put her hand to the plough, proceeded to refurnish the room. And for her own private purposes she affected to think that Mr. Truefitts taste was responsible for the window-curtains.

Mother has got wonderful taste, said Miss Willett, looking round. All over Salthaven her taste has become a  a

Byword, suggested Mrs. Chinnery.

Proverb, said Miss Willett. Are you feeling too warm, mother? she asked, eying the old lady with sudden concern.

A little, said Mrs. Willett. I suppose its being used to big rooms. I always was one for plenty of space. It doesnt matter  dont trouble.

Its no trouble, said Captain Trimblett, who was struggling with the window. How is that? he inquired, opening it a little at the top and returning to his seat.

There is a draught down the back of my neck, said Mrs. Willett; but dont trouble about me if the others like it. If I get a stiff neck Cecilia can rub it for me when I get home with a little oil of camphor.

Yes, mother, said Miss Willett.

I once had a stiff neck for three weeks, said Mrs. Willett.

The captain rose again and, with a compassionate glance at Mr. Truefitt, closed the window.

One cant have everything in this world, said the old lady; it ought to be a very cosey room in winter, You cant get too far away from the fire, I mean.

It has done for us for a good many years now, said Mrs. Chinnery. Ive never heard Peter complain.

Hed never complain, said Mrs. Willett, with a fond smile at her prospective son-in-law. Why, he wouldnt know he was uncomfortable unless somebody told him.

Mrs. Chinnery pushed back her chair with a grating noise, strangely in harmony with her feelings, and, after a moments pause to control her voice, suggested that the gentlemen should take the visitors round the garden while she cleared away  a proposal accepted by all but Mrs. Willett.

Ill stay here and watch you, she said.

Captain Trimblett accompanied Mr. Truefitt and Miss Willett into the garden, and after pointing out the missing beauties of a figure-head in the next garden but one, and calling attention to the geraniums next door, left the couple to themselves. Side by side in the little arbour they sat gazing on to the river and conversing in low tones of their future happiness.

For some time the captain idled about the garden, keeping as far away from the arbour as possible, and doing his best to suppress a decayed but lively mariner named Captain Sellers, who lived two doors off. Among other infirmities the latter was nearly stone-deaf, and, after giving up as hopeless the attempt to make him understand that Mr. Truefitt and Miss Willett were not, the captain at last sought shelter in the house.

He found the table clear and a bowl of flowers placed in the exact centre. On opposite sides of the room, each with her hands folded in her lap, and both sitting bolt upright, Mrs. Willett and Mrs. Chinnery confronted each other. With a muttered reference to his ship, the captain took up his stick and fled.
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He spent the evening in the billiard-room of the Golden Fleece, and did not return until late. A light in the room up-stairs and a shadow on the blind informed him that Mrs. Chinnery had retired. He stepped in quietly, and closed the door behind him. Mr. Truefitt, a picture of woe, was sitting in his usual place at the corner of the stove, and a supper-table, loaded with food, was untouched.

Gone? inquired the captain, scenting disaster.

Some time ago, said Mr. Truefitt. They wouldnt stay to supper. I wish you had been here to persuade them.

I wish I had, said the captain, untruthfully.

He gave utterance to a faint sigh in token of sympathy with Mr. Truefitts evident distress, and drew a chair to the table. He shook his head, and with marvellous accuracy, considering that his gaze was fastened on a piece of cold beef, helped himself to a wedge of steak-pie. He ate with an appetite, and after pouring out and drinking a glass of ale gazed again at the forlorn figure of Mr. Truefitt.

Words? he breathed, in a conspirators whisper.

The other shook his head. No; they were very polite, he replied, slowly.

The captain nearly emitted a groan. He checked it with two square inches of pie-crust.

A misunderstanding, said Mr. Truefitt.

The captain said Ah! It was all he could say for the moment.

A misunderstanding, said the other. I misled Mrs. Willett, he added, in a tense whisper.

Good heavens! said the captain.

She had always understood  from me, continued Mr. Truefitt, that when I married Susanna would go. I always thought she would. Anybody who knew Susanna would have thought so. You would  wouldnt you?

In the ordinary way  yes, said the captain; but circumstances alter cases.

It came out  in conversation, said the hapless Mr. Truefitt, that Susanna wouldnt dream of leaving me. It also came out that Mrs. Willett wouldnt dream of letting Cecilia marry me till she does. Whats to be done?

The captain took a slice of beef to assist thought. You must have patience, he said, sagely.

Patience! said Mr. Truefitt, with unusual heat. Patience be d  d! Im fifty-two! And Cecilias thirty-nine!

Time flies! said the captain, who could think of nothing else to say.

Mr. Truefitt looked at him almost savagely. Then he sank back in his chair.

Its a pity Susanna doesnt get married again, he said, slowly. So far as I can see, thats the only way out of it. Cecilia said so to me just as she was leaving.

Did she? said the captain. He looked thoughtful, and Mr. Truefitt watched him anxiously. For some time he seemed undecided, and then, with the resolute air of a man throwing appearances to the winds, he drew an uncut tongue toward him and cut off a large slice.


CHAPTER VIII

NEARLY a week had elapsed since Robert Vyners failure to give satisfaction as a light porter, and in all that time, despite his utmost efforts, he had failed to set eyes on Joan Hartley. In the hope of a chance encounter he divided his spare time between the narrow, crooked streets of Salthaven and the deck of the Indian Chief, but in vain. In a mysterious and highly unsatisfactory fashion Miss Hartley seemed to have vanished from the face of the earth.

In these circumstances he manifested a partiality for the company of Mr. Hartley that was a source of great embarrassment to that gentleman, whose work rapidly accumulated while he sat in his old office discussing a wide range of subjects, on all of which the junior partner seemed equally at home and inclined to air views of the most unorthodox description. He passed from topic to topic with bewildering facility, and one afternoon glided easily and naturally from death duties to insect powder, and from that to maggots in rose-buds, almost before his bewildered listener could take breath. From rose-buds he discoursed on gardening  a hobby to which he professed himself desirous of devoting such few hours as could be spared from his arduous work as a member of the firm.

I hear that your garden is the talk of Salthaven, he remarked.

Mr. Hartley, justly surprised, protested warmly.

Thats what I heard, said Mr. Vyner, doggedly.

Mr. Hartley admitted that his borders were good. He also gave favourable mention to his roses.

My favourite flower, said Mr. Vyner, with enthusiasm.

Ill bring you a bunch to-morrow, if you will let me, said Mr. Hartley, rising and turning toward the door.

The other stopped him with outstretched hand. No, dont do that, he said, earnestly. I hate cutting flowers. It seems such a  a  desecration.

Mr. Hartley, quite unprepared for so much feeling on the subject, gazed at him in astonishment.

I should like to see them, too, said Robert, musingly, very much.

The chief clerk, with a little deprecatory cough, got close to the door as a dim idea that there might be something after all in Captain Trimbletts warnings occurred to him.

Yours are mostly standard roses, arent they? said the persevering Robert.

Mostly, was the reply.

Mr. Vyner regarded him thoughtfully. I suppose you dont care to let people see them for fear they should learn your methods? he said, at last.

Mr. Hartley, coming away from the door, almost stuttered in his haste to disclaim such ungenerous sentiments. I am always glad to show them, he said, emphatically, and to give any information I can.

I should like to see them some time, murmured Robert.

The other threw caution to the winds. Any time, he said, heartily.

Mr. Vyner thanked him warmly, and, having got what he wanted, placed no further obstacles in the way of his withdrawal. He bought a book entitled Roses and How to Grow Them the same afternoon and the next evening called to compare his knowledge with Mr. Hartleys.

Mr. Hartley was out; Miss Hartley was out; but at Rosas invitation he went in to await their return. At her further suggestion  due to a habit she had of keeping her ears open and a conversation between her master and Captain Trimblett on the previous evening  he went into the garden to see the flowers.

The other ones there, said Rosa, simply, as she showed him the way.

Mr. Vyner started, but a glance at Rosa satisfied him that there was all to lose and nothing to gain by demanding an explanation which she would be only too ready to furnish. With an air of cold dignity he strolled down the garden.

A young man squatting in a painful attitude at the edge of a flower-bed paused with his trowel in the air and eyed him with mingled consternation and disapproval. After allowing nearly a week to elapse since his last visit, Mr. Saunders, having mustered up sufficient courage to come round for another lesson in horticulture, had discovered to his dismay that both Mr. Hartley and his daughter had engagements elsewhere. That his evening should not be given over to disappointment entirely, however, the former had set him a long and arduous task before taking his departure.

Dont let me interrupt you, said Mr. Vyner, politely, as the other rose and straightened himself. What are you doing  besides decapitating worms?

Putting in these plants, said Mr. Saunders, resentfully.

Mr. Vyner eyed them with the eye of a connoisseur, and turning one over with his stick shook his head disparagingly. For some time he amused himself by walking up and down the garden inspecting the roses, and then, lighting a cigarette, threw himself at full length on to a garden bench that stood near Mr. Saunders and watched him at work.

Fascinating pursuit, he remarked, affably.

Mr. Saunders grunted; Mr. Vyner blew out a thin thread of smoke toward the sky and pondered.

Fine exercise; I wish I could get fond of it, he remarked.

Perhaps you could if you tried, said the other, without looking round.

After all, said Mr. Vyner, thoughtfully; after all, perhaps it does one just as much good to watch other people at it. My back aches with watching you, and my knees are stiff with cramp. I suppose yours are, too?

Mr. Saunders made no reply. He went on stolidly with his work until, reaching over too far with the trowel, he lost his balance and pitched forward on to his hands. Somewhat red in the face he righted himself, and knocking the mould off his hands, started once more.

Try, try, try again, quoted the admiring onlooker.

Perhaps youd like to take a turn, said Mr. Saunders, looking round and speaking with forced politeness.

Mr. Vyner shook his head, and, helping himself to another cigarette, proffered the case to the worker, and, on that gentleman calling attention to the grimy condition of his hands, stuck one in his mouth and lit it for him. Considerably mollified by these attentions, the amateur gardener resumed his labours with a lighter heart.

Joan Hartley, returning half an hour later, watched them for some time from an upper window, and then, with a vague desire to compel the sprawling figure on the bench to get up and do a little work, came slowly down the garden.

You are working too hard, Mr. Saunders, she remarked, after Mr. Vyner had shaken hands and the former had pleaded the condition of his.

He likes it, said Mr. Vyner.

At any rate, it has got to be finished, said Mr. Saunders.

Miss Hartley looked at them, and then at the work done and the heap of plants still to go in. She stood tapping the ground thoughtfully with her foot.

I expect that we are only interrupting him by standing here talking to him, said Robert Vyner, considerately. No doubt he is wishing us anywhere but here; only he is too polite to say so.

Ignoring Mr. Saunderss fervent protestations, he took a tentative step forward, as though inviting Miss Hartley to join him; but she stood firm.

Will you give me the trowel, please? she said, with sudden decision.

Before Mr. Saunders could offer any resistance she took it from him, and stooping gracefully prepared to dig. Mr. Vyner interposed with some haste.

Allow me, he said.

Miss Hartley placed the trowel in his hands at once, and with her lips curved in a slight smile stood watching his efforts. By almost imperceptible degrees she drew away from him and, attended by the devoted Mr. Saunders, sauntered slowly about the garden. The worker, glaring sideways, watched them as they roamed from flower to flower. The low murmur of their voices floated on the still air, and once or twice he heard Miss Hartley laugh with great distinctness.

Apparently engrossed with his task, Mr. Vyner worked cheerfully for ten minutes. The hand that held the trowel was so far fairly clean, and he was about to use it to take out a cigarette when he paused, and a broad smile spread slowly over his features. He put down the trowel, and, burrowing in the wet earth with both hands, regarded the result with smiling satisfaction. The couple came toward him slowly, and Mr. Saunders smiled in his turn as he saw the state of the others hands.

I beg your pardon, said Mr. Vyner, standing up as Miss Hartley came close; I wish you would do something for me.

Yes? said Joan.

I want a cigarette.

The girl looked puzzled. Yes? she said again.

Mr. Vyner, grave as a judge, held up his disgraceful hands. They are in a case in the inside pocket of my coat, he said, calmly.

Miss Hartley drew back a pace. Perhaps Mr. Saunders could help you, she said, hastily.

Mr. Vyner shook his head. His hands are worse than mine, he said, mournfully.

He held up his arm so that his coat opened a little more, and Miss Hartley, after a moments hesitation, thrust a small hand into his pocket and drew out the case.

To open it you press the catch, said Mr. Vyner.

Miss Hartley pressed, and the case flew open. She stood holding it before him, and Mr. Vyner, with a helpless gesture, again exhibited his hands.

If you would complete your kindness by putting one in my mouth, he murmured.
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For a few moments she stood in a state of dazed indecision; then, slowly extracting a cigarette from the case, she placed it between his lips with a little jab that made it a failure, as a smoke, from the first. Mr. Saunders, who had been watching events with a brooding eye, hastily struck a match and gave him a light, and Mr. Vyner, with an ill-concealed smile, bent down to his work again. He was pleased to notice that though the conversation between the others still proceeded, after a fitful fashion, Miss Hartley laughed no more.

He worked on steadily, and trampled ground and broken plants bore witness to his industry. He was just beginning to feel that he had done enough gardening for that day, when the return of Mr. Hartley brought welcome relief. The astonishment of the latter at finding this new and unlooked-for assistance was at first almost beyond words. When he could speak he thanked him brokenly for his trouble and, depriving him of his tools, took him indoors to wash.

He means well, he said, slowly, after Mr. Vyner had at last taken his departure; he means well, but I am afraid Mr. John wouldnt like it.

Miss Hartley flushed. We didnt ask him to come, she said, with spirit.

No, said her father, plucking at his beard, and regarding her with a troubled expression. No; Im afraid that he is one of those young men that dont want much asking.


CHAPTER IX

OWING possibly to the unaccustomed exercise, but probably to more sentimental reasons, Robert Vyner slept but poorly the night after his labours. He had explained his absence at the dinner-table by an airy reference to a long walk and a disquisition on the charms of the river by evening, an explanation which both Mr. Vyner and his wife had received with the silence it merited. It was evident that his absence had been the subject of some comment, but his father made no reference to it as they smoked a cigar together before retiring.

He awoke early in the morning and, after a vain attempt to get to sleep again, rose and dressed. Nobody else was stirring, and going quietly downstairs he took up a cap and went out.

Except for a labouring man or two tramping stolidly to work, the streets were deserted. The craft anchored in the river seemed asleep, and he stood for some time on the bridge idly watching the incoming tide. He lit his pipe and then, with a feeble endeavour to feel a little surprise at the fact, discovered that he was walking in the direction of Mr. Hartleys house.

His pace slackened as he neared it, and he went by gazing furtively at the drawn blinds of the front windows. A feeling of regret that Joan Hartley should be missing such a delightful morning would not be denied; in imagination he saw himself strolling by her side and pointing out to her the beauties of the most unfrequented portions of the river bank. A sudden superstitious trust in fate  caught possibly from Captain Trimblett  made him turn and walk slowly past the house again. With an idea of giving fate another chance he repeated the performance. In all he passed eight times, and was about to enter upon the ninth, when he happened to look across the road and saw, to his annoyance, the small figure of Bassett speeding toward him.

He is not down yet, sir, said Bassett, respectfully.

Mr. Vyner suppressed his choler by an effort.

Oh! he said, stiffly. Well?

Bassett drew back in confusion. I  I saw you walk up and down several times looking at the house, sir, and I thought it my duty to come and tell you, he replied.

Mr. Vyner regarded him steadfastly. Thank you, he said, at last. And how is it that you are out at such an early hour, prowling about like a raging lion looking for its breakfast?

I wasnt, sir, said Bassett; I shall have my breakfast when I get home, at eight oclock. I always get up at six; then I make sure of two hours in the fresh air.

And what time do you close your eyes on the world and its vanities? inquired Mr. Vyner, with an appearance of great interest.

I always go to bed as the clock strikes ten, sir, said the youth.

And suppose  suppose the clock should be wrong one day? suggested the other, would you apprehend any lasting injury to your constitution?

It couldnt be, sir, said Bassett; I wind it myself.

Mr. Vyner regarded him more thoughtfully than before. I can foresee, he said, slowly, that you will grow up a great and good and wise man, unless

Yes, sir, said Bassett, anxiously.

Unless somebody kills you in the meantime, concluded Mr. Vyner. It is not fair to tempt people beyond their strength, Bassett. Even a verdict of Justifiable homicide might not quite ease the slayers conscience.

No, sir, said the perplexed youth.

Mr. Vyner suddenly dropped his bantering air.

How was it I didnt see you? he demanded, sternly.

I dont think you looked my side of the road, sir, said Bassett. You were watching Mr. Hartleys windows all the time; and, besides, I was behind that hedge.

He pointed to a well-trimmed privet hedge in a front garden opposite.

Behind the hedge? repeated the other, sharply. What were you there for?

Watching a snail, sir, replied Bassett.

A what? inquired Mr. Vyner, raising his voice.

A snail, sir, repeated the youth. Ive got a book on natural history, and Ive just been reading about them. I saw this one as I was passing, and I went inside to study its habits. They are very interesting little things to watch  very.

Fortified by the approval of a conscience that never found fault, he met the searchlight gaze that the junior partner turned upon him without flinching. Quite calm, although somewhat puzzled by the others manner, he stood awaiting his pleasure.

Yes, said Robert Vyner, at last; very interesting indeed, I should think; but you have forgotten one thing, Bassett. When secreted behind a hedge watching one of these diverting little  er  

Gasteropodous molluscs, sir, interjected Bassett, respectfully.

Exactly, said the other. Just the word I was trying to think of. When behind a hedge watching them it is always advisable to whistle as loudly and as clearly as you can.

I never heard that, sir, said Bassett, more and more perplexed. Its not in my book, but I remember once reading, when I was at school, that spiders are sometimes attracted by the sound of a flute.

A flute would do, said Mr. Vyner, still watching him closely; but a cornet would be better still. Good-morning.

He left Bassett gazing after him round-eyed, and, carefully refraining from looking at Hartleys windows, walked on at a smart pace. As he walked he began to wish that he had not talked so much; a vision of Bassett retailing the conversation of the morning to longer heads than his own in the office recurring to him with tiresome persistency. And, on the other hand, he regretted that he had not crossed the road and made sure that there was a snail.

Busy with his thoughts he tramped on mechanically, until, pausing on a piece of high ground to admire the view, he was surprised to see that the town lay so far behind. At the same time sudden urgent promptings from within bore eloquent testimony to the virtues of early rising and exercise as aids to appetite. With ready obedience he began to retrace his steps.

The business of the day was just beginning as he entered the outskirts of the town again. Blinds were drawn aside and maid-servants busy at front doors. By the time he drew near Laurel Lodge  the name was the choice of a former tenant  the work of the day had begun in real earnest. Instinctively slackening his pace, he went by the house with his eyes fastened on the hedge opposite, being so intent on what might, perhaps, be described as a visual alibi for Bassetts benefit, in case the lad still happened to be there, that he almost failed to notice that Hartley was busy in his front garden and that Joan was standing by him. He stopped short and bade them Good-morning.

Mr. Hartley dropped his tools and hastened to the gate. Good-morning, he said, nervously; I hope that there is nothing wrong. I went a little way to try and find you.

Find me? echoed Mr. Vyner, reddening, as a suspicion of the truth occurred to him.

Bassett told me that you had been walking up and down waiting to see me, continued Hartley.

I dressed as fast as I could, but by that time you were out of sight.

Facial contortions, in sympathy with the epithets he was mentally heaping upon the head of Bassett, disturbed for a moment the serenity of Mr. Vyners countenance. A rapid glance at Miss Hartley helped him to regain his composure.

I dont know why the boy should have been so officious, he said, slowly; I didnt want to see you. I certainly passed the house on my way. Oh, yes, and then I thought of going back  I did go a little way back  then I altered my mind again. I suppose I must have passed three times.

I was afraid there was something wrong, said Hartley. I am very glad it is all right. Ill give that lad a talking to. He knocked us all up and said that you had been walking up and down for twenty-three minutes.

The generous colour in Mr. Vyners cheeks was suddenly reflected in Miss Hartleys. Their eyes met, and, feeling exceedingly foolish, he resolved to put a bold face on the matter.

Bassett is unendurable, he said, with a faint laugh, and I suspect his watch. Still, I must admit that I did look out for you, because I thought if you were stirring I should like to come in and see what sort of a mess I made last night. Was it very bad?

N-no, said Hartley; no; it perhaps requires a little attention. Half an hour or so will put it right.

I should like to see my handiwork by daylight, said Robert.

Hartley opened the garden-gate and admitted him, and all three, passing down the garden, stood gravely inspecting the previous nights performance. It is to be recorded to Mr. Vyners credit that he coughed disparagingly as he eyed it.

Father says that they only want taking up and replanting, said Joan, softly, and the footmarks caked over, and the mould cleared away from the path. Except for that your assistance was invaluable.

I  I didnt quite say that, said Hartley, mildly.

You ought to have, then, said Robert, severely. I had no idea it was so bad. Youll have to give me some lessons and see whether I do better next time. Or perhaps Miss Hartley will; she seems to be all right, so far as the theory of the thing goes.

Hartley smiled uneasily, and to avoid replying, moved off a little way and became busy over a rosebush.

Will you? inquired Mr. Vyner, very softly. I believe that I could learn better from you than from anybody; I should take more interest in the work. One wants sympathy from a teacher.

Miss Hartley shook her head. You had better try a three months course at Dales Nurseries, she said, with a smile. You would get more sympathy from them than from me.

I would sooner learn from you, persisted Robert.

I could teach you all I know in half an hour, said the girl.

Mr. Vyner drew a little nearer to her. You overestimate my powers, he said, in a low voice. You have no idea how dull I can be; I am sure it would take at least six months.

That settles it, then, said Joan. I shouldnt like a dull pupil.

Mr. Vyner drew a little nearer still. Perhaps  perhaps dull isnt quite the word, he said, musingly.

Its not the word I should began Joan, and stopped suddenly.

Thank you, murmured Mr. Vyner. Its nice to be understood. What word would you use?

Miss Hartley, apparently interested in her fathers movements, made no reply.

Painstaking? suggested Mr. Vyner; assiduous? attentive? devoted?

Miss Hartley, walking toward the house, affected not to hear. A fragrant smell of coffee, delicately blended with odour of grilled bacon, came from the open door and turned his thoughts to more mundane things. Mr. Hartley joined them just as the figure of Rosa appeared at the door. Breakfast is quite ready, miss, she announced.

She stood looking at them, and Mr. Vyner noticed an odd, strained appearance about her left eye which he attributed to a cast. A closer inspection made him almost certain that she was doing her best to wink.

I laid for three, miss, she said, with great simplicity. You didnt say whether the gentleman was going to stop or not; and theres no harm done if he dont.

Mr. Hartley started, and in a confused fashion murmured something that sounded like an invitation; Mr. Vyner, in return murmuring something about goodness and not troubling them, promptly followed Joan through the French windows of the small dining-room.

Its awfully kind of you, he said, heartily, as he seated himself opposite his host; as a matter of fact Im half famished.

He made a breakfast which bore ample witness to the truth of his statement; a meal with long intervals of conversation. To Hartley, who usually breakfasted in a quarter of an hour, and was anxious to start for the office, it became tedious in the extreme, and his eyes repeatedly sought the clock. He almost sighed with relief as the visitor took the last piece of toast in the rack, only to be plunged again into depression as his daughter rang the bell for more. Unable to endure it any longer he rose and, murmuring something about getting ready, quitted the room.

Im afraid Im delaying things, remarked Mr. Vyner, looking after him apologetically.

Miss Hartley said, Not at all, and, as a mere piece of convention, considering that he had already had four cups, offered him some more coffee. To her surprise he at once passed his cup up. She looked at the coffee-pot and for a moment thought enviously of the widows cruse.

Only a little, please, he said. I want it for a toast.

A toast? said the girl.

Mr. Vyner nodded mysteriously. It is a solemn duty, he said, impressively, and I want you to drink it with me. Are you ready? Bassett, the best of boys!

[image: img174.jpg]

Joan Hartley, looking rather puzzled, laughed, and put the cup to her lips. Robert Vyner put his cup down and regarded her intently.

Do you know why we drank his health? he inquired.

No.

Because, said Robert, pausing for a moment to steady his voice, because, if it hadnt been for his officiousness, I should not be sitting here with you.

He leaned toward her. Do you wish that you had not drunk it? he asked.

Joan Hartley raised her eyes and looked at him so gravely that the mischief, with which he was trying to disguise his nervousness, died out of his face and left it as serious as her own. For a moment her eyes, clear and truthful, met his.

No, she said, in a low voice.

And at that moment Rosa burst into the room with two pieces of scorched bread and placed them upon the table. Unasked, she proffered evidence on her own behalf, and with great relish divided the blame between the coal merchant, the baker, and the stove. Mr. Hartley entered the room before she had done herself full justice, and Vyner, obeying a glance from Joan, rose to depart.


CHAPTER X

MR. VYNER spent the remainder of the morning in a state of dreamy exaltation. He leaned back in his chair devising plans for a future in which care and sorrow bore no part, and neglected the pile of work on his table in favour of writing the name Joan Vyner on pieces of paper, which he afterward burnt in the grate. At intervals he jumped up and went to the window, in the faint hope that Joan might be passing, and once, in the highest of high spirits, vaulted over his table. Removing ink from his carpet afterward by means of blotting-paper was only an agreeable diversion.

By mid-day his mood had changed to one of extreme tenderness and humility, and he began to entertain unusual misgivings as to his worthiness. He went home to lunch depressed by a sense of his shortcomings; but, on his return, his soaring spirits got the better of him again. Filled with a vast charity, his bosom overflowing with love for all mankind, he looked about to see whom he could benefit; and Bassett entering the room at that moment was sacrificed without delay. Robert Vyner was ashamed to think that he should have left the lads valuable services unrewarded for so long.

Its a fine afternoon, Bassett, he said, leaning back and regarding him with a benevolent smile.

Beautiful, sir, said the youth.

Too fine to sit in a stuffy office, continued the other. Put on your hat and go out and enjoy yourself.

Sir? said the amazed Bassett.

Take a half holiday, said Vyner, still smiling.

Thank you, sir, said Bassett, but I dont care for holidays; and, besides, Ive got a lot of work to do.

Do it to-morrow, said Vyner. Go on  out you go!

It cant be done to-morrow, sir, said the youth, almost tearfully. Ive got all the letters to copy, and a pile of other work. And besides I shouldnt know what to do with myself if I went.

Mr. Vyner eyed him in astonishment. Im sorry to find a tendency to disobedience in you, Bassett, he said, at last. Ive noticed it before. And as to saying that you wouldnt know what to do with yourself, its a mere idle excuse.

What time have I got to go, sir? asked Bassett, resignedly.

Time? exclaimed the other. Now, at once. Avaunt!

The boy stood for a moment gazing at him in mute appeal, and then, moving with laggard steps to the door, closed it gently behind him. A sudden outbreak of four or five voices, all speaking at once, that filtered through the wall, satisfied Mr. Vyner that his orders were being obeyed.

Horrified at the grave charge of disobedience, Bassett distributed his work and left with what the junior clerk  whom he had constituted residuary legatee  considered unnecessary and indecent haste. The latter gentleman, indeed, to the youths discomfiture, accompanied him as far as the entrance, and spoke eloquently upon the subject all the way downstairs. His peroration consisted almost entirely of a repetition of the words lazy fat-head.

With this hostile voice still ringing in his ears Bassett strolled aimlessly about the streets of his native town. He spent some time at a stall in front of a second-hand bookshop, and was just deep in an enthralling romance, entitled Story of a Lump of Coal, when a huge hand was laid upon his shoulder, and he turned to meet the admiring gaze of Mr. Walters.

More book-larning, said the boatswain, in tones of deep respect. Its a wonder to me that that head of yours dont bust.

Heads dont burst, said Bassett. The brain enlarges with use the same as muscles with exercise. They cant burst.

I only wish I had arf your laming, said Mr. Walters; just arf, and I should be a very different man to wot I am now. Well, so long.

Where are you going? inquired the youth, replacing the book.

Seven Trees, replied the other, displaying a small parcel. Ive got to take this over there for the skipper. How far do you make it?

Four miles, said Bassett. Ill come with you, if you like.

Wot about the office? inquired the boatswain, in surprise.

Bassett, explained, and a troubled expression appeared on the seamans face as he listened. He was thinking of the last conversation he had had with the youth, and the hearty way in which he had agreed with him as to the pernicious action of malt and other agreeable liquors on the human frame. He remembered that he had committed himself to the statement that wild horses could not make him drink before six in the evening, and then not more than one half-pint.

Its a long walk for a ot day, he said, slowly. It might be too much for you.

Oh, no; Im a good walker, said Bassett.

Might be too much for that head of yours, said Mr. Walters, considerately.

I often walk farther than that, was the reply.

Mr. Walters drew the back of his hand across a mouth which was already dry, and resigned himself to his fate. He had lied quite voluntarily, and pride told him that he must abide by the consequences. And eight miles of dusty road lay between him and relief. He strode along stoutly, and tried to turn an attentive ear to a dissertation on field-mice. At the end of the first mile he saw the sign of the Fox and Hounds peeping through the trees, and almost unconsciously slackened his pace as he remembered that it was the last inn on the road to Seven Trees.

Its very ot, he murmured, mopping his brow with his sleeve, and Im as dry as a bone.

Im thirsty, too, said Bassett; but you know the cure for it, dont you?

O course I do, said the boatswain, and nearly smacked his lips.

Soldiers do it on the march, said Bassett.

Ive seen em, said Mr. Walters, grinning.

A leaden bullet is the best thing, said Bassett, stooping and picking up a pebble, which he polished on his trousers, but this will do as well. Suck that and you wont be troubled with thirst.

The boatswain took it mechanically, and, after giving it another wipe on his own trousers, placed it with great care in his mouth. Bassett found another pebble and they marched on sucking.

My thirst has quite disappeared, he said, presently. Hows yours?

Worse and worse, said Mr. Walters, gruffly.

Itll be all right in a minute, said Bassett. Perhaps I had the best pebble. If it isnt, perhaps we could get a glass of water at a cottage; athough it isnt good to drink when you are heated.

Mr. Walters made no reply, but marched on, marvelling at his lack of moral courage. Bassett, quite refreshed, took out his pebble, and after a grateful tribute to its properties placed it in his waistcoat pocket for future emergencies.

By the time they had reached Seven Trees and delivered the parcel Mr. Walters was desperate. The flattering comments that Bassett had made upon his common-sense and virtue were forgotten. Pleading fatigue he sat down by the roadside and, with his eyes glued to the open door of the Pedlars Rest, began to hatch schemes of deliverance.

A faint smell of beer and sawdust, perceptible even at that distance, set his nostrils aquiver. Then he saw an old labourer walk from the bar to a table, bearing a mug of foaming ale. Human nature could endure no more, and he was just about to throw away a hard-earned character for truth and sobriety when better thoughts intervened. With his eyes fixed on the small figure by his side, he furtively removed the pebble from his mouth, and then with a wild cry threw out his arms and clutched at his throat.

Whats the matter? cried Bassett, as the boatswain sprang to his feet.

The stone, cried Mr. Walters, in a strangulated voice; its stuck in my throat.

Bassett thumped him on the back like one possessed. Cough it up! he cried. Put your finger down! Cough!

The boatswain waved his arms and gurgled. Im choking! he moaned, and dashed blindly into the inn, followed by the alarmed boy.
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Pot  six ale! he gasped, banging on the little counter.

The landlord eyed him in speechless amazement.

Six ale! repeated the boatswain. Pot! Quick! G-r-r.

You be off, said the landlord, putting down a glass he was wiping, and eying him wrathfully. How dare you come into my place like that? What do you mean by it?

He has swallowed a pebble! said Bassett, hastily.

If hed swallowed a brick I shouldnt be surprised, said the landlord, seeing the state hes in. I dont want drunken sailors in my place; and, whats more, I wont have em.

Drunk? said the unfortunate boatswain, raising his voice. Me? Why, I aint

Out you go! said the landlord, in a peremptory voice, and be quick about it; I dont want people to say you got it here.

Got it? wailed Mr. Walters. Got it? I tell you I aint had it. I swallowed a stone.

If you dont go out, said the landlord, as Mr. Walters, in token of good faith, stood making weird noises in his throat and rolling his eyes, Ill have you put out. How dare you make them noises in my bar! Will  you  go?

Mr. Walters looked at him, looked at the polished nickel taps, and the neat row of mugs on the shelves. Then, without a word, he turned and walked out.

Has it gone down? inquired Bassett presently, as they walked along.

Wot? said the boatswain, thoughtlessly.

The pebble.

I spose so, said the other, sourly.

I should think it would be all right, then, said the boy; foreign bodies, even of considerable size, are often swallowed with impunity. How is your thirst now?

The boatswain stopped dead in the middle of the road and stood eying him suspiciously, but the mild eyes behind the glasses only betrayed friendly solicitude. He grunted and walked on.

By the time the Fox and Hounds came in sight again he had resolved not to lose a reputation which entailed suffering. He clapped the boy on the back, and after referring to a clasp-knive which he remembered to have left on the grass opposite the Pedlars Rest, announced his intention of going back for it. He did go back as far as a bend in the road, and, after watching Bassett out of sight, hastened with expectant steps into the inn.

He rested there for an hour, and, much refreshed, walked slowly into Salthaven. It was past seven oclock, and somewhat at a loss how to spend the evening he was bending his steps toward the Lobster Pot, a small inn by the quay, when in turning a corner he came into violent collision with a fashionably attired lady.

I beg pardon, maam, he stammered. Im very sorry. I didnt see where I was  Why! Halloa, yaller wig!

Miss Jelks drew back and, rubbing, her arm, eyed him haughtily.

Fancy you in a at like that, pursued the astonished boatswain. No wonder I thought you was a lady. Well, and ow are you?
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My health is very well, I thank you, returned Miss Jelks, stiffly.

Thats right, said the boatswain, heartily.

Conversation came suddenly to a standstill, and they stood eying each other awkwardly.

Its a fine evening, said Mr. Walters, at last.

Beautiful, said Rosa.

They eyed each other again, thoughtfully.

You hurt my arm just now, said Rosa, rubbing it coquettishly. Youre very strong, arent you?

Middling, said the boatswain.

Very strong, I should say, said Rosa. Youve got such a broad chest and shoulders.

The boatswain inflated himself.

And arms, continued Miss Jelks, admiringly. Arms like  like

Blocks o wood, suggested the modest Mr. Walters, squinting at them complacently.

Or iron, said Rosa. Well, good-by; its my evening out, and I mustnt waste it.

Where are you going? inquired the boatswain.

Miss Jelks shook her head. I dont know, she said, softly.

You can come with me if you like, said Mr. Walters, weighing his words carefully. A little way. I aint got nothing better to do.

Miss Jelkss eyes flashed, then with a demure smile she turned and walked by his side. They walked slowly up the street, and Mr. Walterss brows grew black as a series of troublesome coughs broke out behind. A glance over his shoulder showed him three tavern acquaintances roguishly shaking their heads at him.

Arf a second, he said, stopping. Ill give em something to cough about.

Rosa clutched his arm. Not now; not while you are with me, she said, primly.

Just one smack, urged the boatswain.

He looked round again and clenched his fists, as his friends, with their arms fondly encircling each others waists, walked mincingly across the road. He shook off the girls arm and stepped off the pavement as with little squeals, fondly believed to be feminine, they sought sanctuary in the Red Lion.

Theyre not worth taking notice of, said Rosa.

She put a detaining hand through his arm again and gave it a little gentle squeeze. A huge feather almost rested on his shoulder, and the scent of eau-de-Cologne assailed his nostrils. He walked on in silent amazement at finding himself in such a position.

Its nice to be out, said Rosa, ignoring a feeble attempt on his part to release his arm. Youve no idea how fresh the air smells after youve been shut up all day.

Youve got a comfortable berth, though, havent you? said Mr. Walters.

Fairish, said Rosa. Theres plenty of work; but I like work  housework.

The boatswain said Oh!

Some girls cant bear it, said Rosa, but then, as I often say, what are they going to do when they get married?

Ah! said the boatswain, with an alarmed grunt, and made another attempt to release his arm.

Oh, I beg your pardon, said Rosa, making a pretence of freeing him. Im afraid Im leaning on you; but I sprained my ankle yesterday, and I thought

All right, said Mr. Walters, gruffly.

Thank you, said Rosa, and leaned on him heavily. Housework is the proper thing for girls, she continued, with some severity. Every girl ought to know how to keep her husbands house clean and cook nicely for him. But there  all they think about is love. What did you say?

Nothing, said Mr. Walters, hastily. I didnt say a word.

I dont understand it myself, said Rosa, takings an appraising glance at him from under the brim of her hat; I cant think why people want to get married when theyre comfortable.

Me neither, said the boatswain.

Being friends is all right, said Rosa, meditatively, but falling in love and getting married always seemed absurd to me.

Me too, said Mr. Walters, heartily.

With a mind suddenly at ease he gave himself over to calm enjoyment of the situation. He sniffed approvingly at the eau-de-Cologne, and leaned heavily toward the feather. Apparently without either of them knowing it, his arm began to afford support to Miss Jelkss waist. They walked on for a long time in silence.

Some men havent got your sense, said Rosa, at last, with a sigh. Theres a young fellow that brings the milk  nice young fellow I thought he was  and all because Ive had a word with him now and again, he tried to make love to me.

Oh, did he? said Mr. Walters, grimly. Whats his name?

It dont matter, said Rosa. I dont think hell try it again.

Still, I might as well learn im a lesson, said the boatswain. I like a bit of a scrap.

If you are going to fight everybody that tries to take notice of me youll have your work cut out, said Miss Jelks, in tones of melancholy resignation, and Im sure its not because I give them any encouragement. And as for the number that ask me to walk out with them  well, there!

Mr. Walters showed his sympathy with such a state of affairs by a pressure that nearly took her breath away. They sat for an hour and a half on a bench by the river discussing the foolishness of young men.

If any of them chaps trouble you again, he said, as they shook hands at the gate of Laurel Lodge, you let me know. Do you have Sunday evening out too?


CHAPTER XI

I HAVE been knocking for the last ten minutes, said Hartley, as he stood one evening at the open door of No. 5, Tranquil Vale, and looked up at Captain Trimblett.

I was in the summer-house, said the captain, standing aside to let him enter.

Alone? queried the visitor.

Alone? Yes, of course, said the captain, sharply. Why shouldnt I be? Peters courting  as usual.

And Mrs. Chinnery? inquired the other.

Shes away for a day or two, replied the captain; friends at Marsham.

He stopped in the small kitchen to get some beer and glasses, and, with the bottle gripped under his arm and a glass in each hand, led the way to the summer-house.

I came to ask your advice, said Hartley, as he slowly filled his pipe from the pouch the captain pushed toward him.
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Joan? inquired the captain, who was carefully decanting the beer.

Mr. Hartley nodded.

Robert Vyner? pursued the captain.

Hartley nodded again.

What did I tell you? inquired the other, placing a full tumbler before him. I warned you from the first. I told you how it would be. I  

Its no good talking like that, said Hartley, with feeble irritation. Youre as bad as my poor old grandmother; she always knew everything before it happened  at least, she said so afterward. What I want to know is: how is it to be stopped? He has been round three nights running.

Your grandmother is dead, I suppose? said the offended captain, gazing at the river. Else she might have known what to do.

Im sorry, said Hartley, apologetically; but I am so worried that I hardly know what Im saying.

Thats all right, said the captain, amiably. He drank some beer and, leaning back on the seat, knitted his brows thoughtfully.

He admired her from the first, he said, slowly. I saw that. Does she like him, I wonder?

It looks like it, was the reply.

The captain shook his head. Theyd make a fine couple, he said, slowly. As fine as youd see anywhere. Its fate again. Perhaps he was meant to admire her; perhaps millions of years ago  

Yes, yes, I know, said Hartley, hastily; but to prevent it.

Fate cant be prevented, said the captain, who was now on his favourite theme. Think of the millions of things that had to happen to make it possible for those two young people to meet and cause this trouble. Thats what I mean. If only one little thing had been missing, one little circumstance out of millions, Joan wouldnt have been born; you wouldnt have been born.

Mr. Hartley attempted to speak, but the captain, laying down his pipe, extended an admonitory finger.

To go back only a little way, he said, solemnly, your father had the measles, hadnt he?

I dont know  I believe so, said Hartley.

Good, said the captain; and he pulled through em, else you wouldnt have been here. Again, he happened to go up North to see a friend who was taken ill while on a journey, and met your mother there, didnt he?

Hartley groaned.

If your fathers friend hadnt been taken ill, said the captain, with tremendous solemnity, as he laid his forefinger on his friends knee, where would you have been?

I dont know, said Hartley, restlessly, and I dont care.

Nobody knows, said the other, shaking his head. The thing is, as you are here, it seems to me that things couldnt have been otherwise. They were all arranged. When your father went up North in that light-hearted fashion, I dont suppose he thought for a moment that youd be sitting here to-day worrying over one of the results of his journey.

Of course he didnt, exclaimed Hartley, impatiently; how could he? Look here, Trimblett, when you talk like that I dont know where I am. If my father hadnt married my mother I suppose he would have married somebody else.

My idea is that he couldnt, said the captain, obstinately. If a thing has got to be it will be, and theres no good worrying about it. Take a simple example. Some time you are going to die of a certain disease  you can only die once  and youre going to be buried in a certain grave  you can only be buried in one grave. Try and think that in front of you there is that one particular disease told off to kill you at a certain date, and in one particular spot of all this earth there is a grave waiting to be dug for you. At present we dont know the date, or the disease, or the grave, but there they are, all waiting for you. That is fate. What is the matter? Where are you going?

Home, said Hartley, bitterly, as he paused at the door. I came round to you for a little help, and you go on in a way that makes my flesh creep. Good-by.

Wait a bit, said the captain, detaining him. Wait a bit; lets see what can be done.

He pulled the other back into his seat again and, fetching another bottle of beer from the house to stimulate invention, sat evolving schemes for his friends relief, the nature of which reflected more credit upon his ingenuity than his wisdom.

But, after all, he said, as Hartley made a third attempt to depart, what is the good? The very steps we take to avoid disaster may be the ones to bring it on. While you are round here getting advice from me, Robert Vyner may be availing himself of the opportunity to propose.

Hartley made no reply. He went out and walked up and down the garden, inspecting it. The captain, who was no gardener, hoped that the expression of his face was due to his opinion of the flowers.

You must miss Mrs. Chinnery, said Hartley, at last.

No, said the captain, almost explosively; not at all. Why should I?

It cant be so homelike without her, said Hartley, stooping to pull up a weed or two.

Just the same, said the other, emphatically. We have a woman in to do the work, and it doesnt make the slightest difference to me  not the slightest.

How is Truefitt? inquired Hartley.

The captains face darkened. Peters all right, he said, slowly. Hes not treated me  quite well, he added, after a little hesitation.

Its natural he should neglect you a bit, as things are, said his friend.

Neglect? said the captain, bitterly. I wish he would neglect me. Hes turning out a perfect busybody, and hes getting as artful as they make em. I never would have believed it of Peter. Never.

Hartley waited.

I met Capn Walsh the other night, said Trimblett; we hadnt seen each other for years, and we went into the Golden Fleece to have a drink. You know what Walsh is when hes ashore. And hes a man that wont be beaten. He had had four tries to get a cocktail right that he had tasted in New York, and while he was superintending the mixing of the fifth I slipped out. The others were all right as far as I could judge; but thats Walsh all over.

Well? said Hartley.

I came home and found Peter sitting all alone in the dumps, continued the captain. He has been very down of late, and, what was worse, he had got a bottle of whiskey on the table. Thats a fatal thing to begin; and partly to keep him company, but mainly to prevent him drinking more than was good for him, I helped him finish the bottle  there wasnt much in it.

Well? said Hartley again, as the captain paused.

He got talking about his troubles, said the captain, slowly. You know how things are, and, like a fool, I tried to cheer him up by agreeing with him that Mrs. Chinnery would very likely make things easy for him by marrying again. In fact, so far as I remember, I even helped him to think of the names of one or two likely men. He said shed make anybody as good a wife as a man could wish.

So she would, said Hartley, looking at him with sudden interest. In fact, I have often wondered

He went on talking like that, continued the captain, hastily, and out of politeness and good feeling I agreed with him. What else could I do? Then  I didnt take much notice of it because, as I said, he was drinking whiskey  he  he sort of wondered why  why

Why you didnt offer to marry her? interrupted Hartley.

The captain nodded. It took my breath away, he said, impressively, and I lost my presence of mind. Instead of speaking out plain I tried to laugh it off  just to spare his feelings  and said I wasnt worthy of her.

What did he say? inquired Hartley, curiously, after another long pause.

Nothing, replied the captain. Not a single word. He just gave me a strange look, shook my hand hard, and went off to bed. Ive been uneasy in my mind ever since. I hardly slept a wink last night; and Peter behaves as though there is some mysterious secret between us. What would you do?

Mr. Hartley took his friends arm and paced thoughtfully up and down the garden.

Why not marry her? he said, at last.

Because I dont want to, said the captain, almost violently.

Youd be safer at sea, then, said the other.

The ship wont be ready for sea for weeks yet, said Captain Trimblett, dolefully. Shes going on a time-charter, and before she is taken over she has got to be thoroughly overhauled. As fast as they put one thing right something else is found to be wrong.

Go to London and stay with your children for a bit, then, said Hartley. Give out that you are only going for a day or two, and then dont turn up till the ship sails.

The captains face brightened. I believe Vyner would let me go, he replied. I could go in a few days time, at any rate. And, by the way  Joan!

Eh? said Hartley.

Write to your brother-in-law at Highgate, and send her there for a time, said the captain. Write and ask him to invite her. Keep her and young Vyner apart before things go too far.

Ill see how things go for a bit, said Hartley, slowly. Its awkward to write and ask for an invitation. And where do your ideas of fate come in?. They come in all the time, said the captain, with great seriousness. Very likely my difficulty was made on purpose for us to think of a way of getting you out of yours. Or it might be Joans fate to meet somebody in London at her uncles and marry him. If she goes we might arrange to go up together, so that I could look after her.

Ill think it over, said his friend, holding out his hand. I must be going.

Ill come a little way with you, said the captain, leading the way into the house. I dont suppose Peter will be in yet, but he might; and Ive had more of him lately than I want.

He took up his hat and, opening the door, followed Hartley out into the road. The evening was warm, and they walked slowly, the captain still discoursing on fate and citing various instances of its working which had come under his own observation. He mentioned, among others, the case of a mate of his who found a wife by losing a leg, the unfortunate seaman falling an easy victim to the nurse who attended him.

He always put it down to the effects of the chloroform, concluded the captain; but my opinion is, it was to be.

He paused at Hartleys gate, and was just indulging in the usual argument as to whether he should go indoors for a minute or not, when a man holding a handkerchief to his bleeding face appeared suddenly round the corner of the house and, making a wild dash for the gate, nearly overturned the owner.
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It looks like our milkman! said Hartley, recovering his balance and gazing in astonishment after the swiftly retreating figure. I wonder what was the matter with him?

He would soon know what was the matter with him if I got hold of him, said the wrathful captain.

Hartley opened the door with his key, and the captain, still muttering under his breath, passed in. Rosas voice, raised in expostulation, sounded loudly from the kitchen, and a mans voice, also raised, was heard in response.

Sounds like my bosun, said the captain, staring as he passed into the front room. Whats he doing here?

Hartley shook his head.

Seems to be making himself at home, said the captain, fidgeting. Hes as noisy as if he was in his own house.

I dont suppose he knows you are here, said his friend, mildly.

Captain Trimblett still fidgeted. Well, its your house, he said at last. If you dont mind that lanky son of a gun making free, I suppose its no business of mine. If he made that noise aboard my ship

Red of face he marched to the window and stood looking out. Fortified by his presence, Hartley rang the bell.

Is there anybody in the kitchen? he inquired, as Rosa answered it. I fancied I heard a mans voice.

The milkman was here just now, said Rosa, and, eying him calmly, departed.

The captain swung round in wrathful amazement.

By  , he spluttered; Ive seen  well  by  b-r-r-r   Can I ring for that d  d bosun o mine?

Certainly, said Hartley.

The captain crossed to the fireplace and, seizing the bell-handle, gave a pull that made the kitchen resound with wild music. After a decent interval, apparently devoted to the allaying of masculine fears, Rosa appeared again.

Did you ring, sir? she inquired, gazing at her master.

Send that bosun o mine here at once! said the captain, gruffly.

Rosa permitted herself a slight expression of surprise. Bosun, sir? she asked, politely.

Yes.

The girl affected to think. Oh, you mean Mr. Walters? she said, at last.

Send him here, said the captain.

Rosa retired slowly, and shortly afterward something was heard brushing softly against the wall of the passage. It ceased for a time, and just as the captains patience was nearly at an end there was a sharp exclamation, and Mr. Walters burst suddenly into the room and looked threateningly over his shoulder at somebody in the passage.

What are you doing here? demanded Captain Trimblett, loudly.

Mr. Walters eyed him uneasily, and with his cap firmly gripped in his left hand saluted him with the right. Then he turned his head sideways toward the passage. The captain repeated his question in a voice, if anything, louder than before.

The strained appearance of Mr. Walterss countenance relaxed.

Come here for my baccy-box, wot I left here the other day, he said, glibly, when you sent me.

What were you making that infernal row about, then? demanded the captain.

Mr. Walters cast an appealing glance toward the passage and listened acutely. I was  grumbling because  I couldnt  find it, he said, with painstaking precision.

Grumbling? repeated the captain. That ugly voice of yours was enough to bring the ceiling down. What was the matter with that man that burst out of the gate as we came in, eh?

The boatswains face took on a wooden expression.

He  his nose was bleeding, he said, at last.

I know that, said the captain, grimly; but what made it bleed?

For a moment Mr. Walters looked like a man who has been given a riddle too difficult for human solution. Then his face cleared again.

He  he told me  he was object  subject to it, he stammered. Been like it since he was a baby.

He shifted his weight to his other foot and shrugged eloquently the shoulder near the passage.

What did you do to him? demanded the captain, in a low, stern voice.

Me, sir? said Mr. Walters, with clumsy surprise. Me, sir? I  I  all I done  all I done  was ta put a door-key down his back.

Door-key? roared the captain.

To  to stop the bleeding, sir, said Mr. Walters, looking at the floor and nervously twisting his cap in his hands. Its a old-fashioned

Thatll do, exclaimed the captain, in a choking voice, thatll do. I dont want any more of your lies. How dare you come to Mr. Hartleys house and knock his milkman about, eh? How dare you? What do you mean by it?

Mr. Walters fumbled with his cap again. I was sitting in the kitchen, he said at last, sitting in the kitchen  hunting igh and low for my baccy-box  when this ere miserable, insulting chap shoves his head in at the door and calls the young lady names.

Names? said the captain, frowning, and waving an interruption from Hartley aside. What names?

Mr. Walters hesitated again, and his brow grew almost as black as the captains.

Rosy-lips, he said, at last; and I give im such a wipe acrost

Out you go, cried the wrathful captain. Out you go, and if I hear your pretty little voice in this house again youll remember it, I can tell you. Dye hear? Scoot!

Mr. Walters said Thank you, and, retiring with an air of great deference, closed the door softly behind him.

Theres another of them, said Captain Trimblett subsiding into a chair. And from little things I had heard here and there I thought he regarded women as poison. Fate again, I suppose; he was made to regard them as poison all these years for the sake of being caught by that tow-headed wench in your kitchen.


CHAPTER XII

BY no means insensible to the difficulties in the way, Joan Hartley had given no encouragement to Mr. Robert Vyner to follow up the advantage afforded him by her admission at the breakfast-table. Her fathers uneasiness, coupled with the broad hints which Captain Trimblett mistook for tactfulness, only confirmed her in her resolution; and Mr. Vyner, in his calmer moments, had to admit to himself that she was right  for the present, at any rate. Meantime, they were both young, and, with the confidence of youth, he looked forward to a future in which his fathers well-known views on social distinctions and fitting matrimonial alliances should have undergone a complete change. As to his mother, she merely seconded his fathers opinions, and, with admiration born of love and her marriage vows, filed them for reference in a memory which had on more than one occasion been a source of great embarrassment to a man who had not lived for over fifty years without changing some of them.

Deeply conscious of his own moderation, it was, therefore, with a sense of annoyance that Mr. Robert Vyner discovered that Captain Trimblett was actually attempting to tackle him upon the subject which he considered least suitable for discussion. They were sitting in his office, and the captain, in pursuance of a promise to Hartley, after two or three references to the weather, and a long account of an uninteresting conversation with a policeman, began to get on to dangerous ground.

Ive been in the firms service a good many years now, he began.

I hope youll be in as many more, said Vyner, regarding him almost affectionately.

Hartley has been with you a long time, too, continued Trimblett, slowly. We became chums the first time we met, and weve been friends ever since. Not just fair-weather friends, but close and hearty; else I wouldnt venture to speak to you as Im going to speak.

Mr. Vyner looked up at him suddenly, his face hard and forbidding. Then, as he saw the embarrassment in the kindly old face before him, his anger vanished and he bent his head to hide a smile.

Fire away, he said, cordially.

Im an old man, began the captain, solemnly.

Nonsense, interrupted Robert, breezily. Old man indeed! A man is as old as he feels, and I saw you the other night, outside the Golden Fleece, with Captain Walsh

I couldnt get away from him, said the captain, hastily.

So far as I could see you were not trying, continued the remorseless Robert. You were instructing him in the more difficult and subtle movements of a hornpipe, and I must say I thought your elasticity was wonderful  wonderful.

It was just the result of an argument I had with him, said the captain, looking very confused, and I ought to have known better. But, as I was saying, I am an old man, and

But you look so young, protested Mr. Vyner.

Old man, repeated the captain, ignoring the remark. Old age has its privileges, and one of them is to give a word in season before it is too late.

A stitch in time saves nine, quoted Robert, with an encouraging nod.

And I was speaking to Hartley the other day, continued the captain. He hasnt been looking very well of late, and, as far as I can make out, he is a little bit worried over the matter I want to speak to you about.

Robert Vyners face hardened again for a moment. He leaned back in his chair and, playing with his watch-chain, regarded the other intently. Then he smiled maliciously.

He told me, he said, nodding.

Told you? repeated the captain, in astonishment.

Mr. Vyner nodded again, and bending down pretended to glance at some papers on his table.

Green-fly, he said, gravely. He told me that he syringes early and late. He will clear a tree, as he thinks, and while he has gone to mix another bucket of the stuff there are several generations born. Bassett informs me that a green-fly is a grandfather before it is half an hour old. So you see it is hopeless. Quite.

Captain Trimblett listened with ill-concealed impatience. I was thinking of something more important than green-flies, he said, emphatically.

Yes? said Vyner, thoughtfully.

It was evident that the old sailor was impervious to hints. Rendered unscrupulous by the others interference, and at the same time unwilling to hurt his feelings, Mr. Vyner bethought himself of a tale to which he had turned an unbelieving ear only an hour or two before.

Of course, I quite forgot, he said, apologetically. How stupid of me! I hope that youll accept my warmest congratulations and be very, very happy. I cant tell you how pleased I am. But for the life of me I cant see why it should worry Hartley.

Congratulations? said the captain, eying him in surprise. What about?

Your marriage, replied Robert. I only heard of it on my way to the office, and your talking put it out of my head.

Me? said Captain Trimblett, going purple with suppressed emotion. My marriage? Im not going to be married. Not at all.

What do you mean by not at all? inquired Mr. Vyner, looking puzzled. It isnt a thing you can do by halves.

Im not going to be married at all, said the captain, raising his voice. I never thought of such a thing. Who  who told you?

A little bird, said Robert, with a simpering air.

Captain Trimblett took out a handkerchief, and after blowing his nose violently and wiping his heated face expressed an overpowering desire to wring the little birds neck.

Who was it? he repeated.

A little bird of the name of Sellers  Captain Sellers, replied Robert. I met him on my way here, hopping about in the street, simply brimming over with the news.

There isnt a word of truth in it, said the agitated captain. I never thought of such a thing. That old mischief-making mummy must be mad  stark, starin mad.

Dear me! said Robert, regretfully. He seems such a dear old chap, and I thought it was so nice to see a man of his age so keenly interested in the love-affairs of a younger generation. Anybody might have thought you were his own son from the way he talked of you.

Ill son him! said the unhappy captain, vaguely.

He is very deaf, said Robert, gently, and perhaps he may have misunderstood somebody. Perhaps somebody told him you were not going to be married. Funny he shouts so, isnt it? Most deaf people speak in a very low voice.

Did he shout that? inquired Captain Trimblett, in a quivering voice.

Bawled it, replied Mr. Vyner, cheerfully; but as it isnt true, I really think that you ought to go and tell Captain Sellers at once. There is no knowing what hopes he may be raising. He is a fine old man; but perhaps, after all, he is a wee bit talkative.

Captain Trimblett, who had risen, stood waiting impatiently until the other had finished, and then, forgetting all about the errand that had brought him there, departed in haste. Mr. Vyner went to the window, and a broad smile lit up his face as he watched the captain hurrying across the bridge. With a blessing on the head of the most notorious old gossip in Salthaven, he returned to his work.

Possessed by a single idea, Captain Trimblett sped on his way at a pace against which both his age and his figure protested in vain. By the time he reached Tranquil Vale he was breathless, and hardly able to gasp his inquiry for Captain Sellers to the old housekeeper who attended the door.

Hes a-sitting in the garden looking at his flowers, she replied. Will you go through?

Captain Trimblett went through. His head was erect and his face and eyes blazing. A little old gentleman, endowed with the far sight peculiar to men who have followed the sea, who was sitting in a deck-chair at the bottom of the garden, glimpsed him and at once collapsed. By the time the captain reached the chair he discovered a weasel-faced, shrunken old figure in a snuff-coloured suit of clothes sunk in a profound slumber. He took him by the arms and shook him roughly.

Yes? Halloa! Whats matter? inquired Captain Sellers, half waking.

Captain Trimblett arched his hand over his mouth and bent to an ear apparently made of yellow parchment.

Capn Sellers, he said, in a stern, thrilling voice, Ive got a bone to pick with you.
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The old man opened his eyes wide and sat blinking at him. Ive been asleep, he said, with a senile chuckle. How do, Capn Trimblett?

Ive got a bone to pick with you, repeated the other.

Eh? said Captain Sellers, putting his hand to his ear.

A  bone  to  pick  with  you, said the incensed Trimblett, raising his voice. What do you mean by it?

Eh? said Captain Sellers, freshly.

What do you mean by saying things about me? bawled Trimblett. How dare you go spreading false reports about me? Ill have the law of you.

Captain Sellers smiled vaguely and shook his head.

Ill prosecute you, bellowed Captain Trimblett. Youre shamming, you old fox. You can hear what I say plain enough. Youve been spreading reports that Im going to

He stopped and looked round just in time. Attracted by the volume of his voice, the housekeeper had come to the back door, two faces appeared at the next-door windows, and the back of Mr. Peter Truefitt was just disappearing inside his summer-house.

I know you are talking, said Captain Sellers, plaintively, because I can see your lips moving. Its a great affliction  deafness.

He fell back in his chair again, and, with a crafty old eye cocked on the windows next door, fingered a scanty tuft of white hair on his chin and smiled weakly. Captain Trimblett controlled himself by an effort, and, selecting a piece of paper from a bundle of letters in his pocket, made signs for a pencil. Captain Sellers shook his head; then he glanced round uneasily as Trimblett, with an exclamation of satisfaction, found an inch in his waistcoat-pocket and began to write. He nodded sternly at the paper when he had finished, and handed it to Captain Sellers.

The old gentleman received it with a pleasant smile, and, extricating himself from his chair in a remarkable fashion considering his age, began to fumble in his pockets. He went through them twice, and his countenance, now lighted by hope and now darkened by despair, conveyed to Captain Trimblett as accurately as speech could have done the feelings of a man to whom all reading matter, without his spectacles, is mere dross.

I cant find my glasses, said Captain Sellers, at last, lowering himself into the chair. Then he put his hand to his ear and turned toward his visitor. Try again, he said, encouragingly.

Captain Trimblett eyed him for a moment in helpless wrath, and then, turning on his heel, marched back through the house, and after standing irresolute for a second or two entered his own. The front room was empty, and from the silence he gathered that Mrs. Chinnery was out. He filled his pipe, and throwing himself into an easy-chair sought to calm his nerves with tobacco, while he tried to think out his position. His meditations were interrupted by the entrance of Mr. Truefitt, and something in the furtive way that gentleman eyed him as he came into the room only served to increase his uneasiness.

Very warm, said Truefitt.

The captain assented, and with his eyes fixed on the mantelpiece smoked in silence.

I saw you... talking... to Captain Sellers just now, said Mr. Truefitt, after a long pause.

Aye, said the captain. You did.

His eyes came from the mantelpiece and fixed themselves on those of his friend. Mr. Truefitt in a flurried fashion struck a match and applied it to his empty pipe.

Ill have the law of him, said the captain, fiercely; he has been spreading false reports about me.

Reports? repeated Mr. Truefitt, in a husky voice.

He has been telling everybody that I am about to be married, thundered the captain.

Mr. Truefitt scratched the little bit of gray whisker that grew by his ear.

I told him, he said at last.

You? exclaimed the amazed captain. But it isnt true.

Mr. Truefitt turned to him with a smile intended to be arch and reassuring. The result, owing to his nervousness, was so hideous that the captain drew back in dismay.

Its  its all right, said Mr. Truefitt at last. Ah! If it hadnt been for me you might have gone on hoping for years and years, without knowing the true state of her feelings toward you.

What do you mean? demanded the captain, gripping the arms of his chair.

Sellers is a little bit premature, said Mr. Truefitt, coughing. There is nothing settled yet, of course. I told him so. Perhaps I oughtnt to have mentioned it at all just yet, but I was so pleased to find that it was all right I had to tell somebody.

What are you  talking about? gasped the captain.

Mr. Truefitt looked up, and by a strong effort managed to meet the burning gaze before him.

I told Susanna, he said, with a gulp.

Told her? Told her what? roared the captain.

Told her that you said you were not worthy of her, replied Mr. Truefitt, very slowly and distinctly.

The captain took his pipe out of his mouth, and laying it on the table with extreme care listened mechanically while the clock struck five.

What did she say? he inquired, hoarsely, after the clock had finished.

Mr. Truefitt leaned over, and with a trembling hand patted him on the shoulder.

She said, Nonsense he replied, softly.

[image: img180.jpg]

The captain rose and, putting on his cap  mostly over one eye  put out his hands like a blind man for the door, and blundered out into the street.


CHAPTER XIII

MR. VYNER wants to see you, sir, said Bassett, as Hartley, coming in from a visit to the harbour, hung his hat on a peg and began to change into the old coat he wore in the office. Mr. John; he has rung three times.

The chief clerk changed his coat again, and after adjusting his hair in the little piece of unframed glass which he had bought in the street for a penny thirty years before, hastened to the senior partners room.

Mr. Vyner, who was rinsing his hands in a little office washstand that stood in the corner, looked round at his entrance and, after carefully drying his hands on a soft towel, seated himself at his big writing table, and, leaning back, sat thoughtfully regarding his finger-nails. His large, white, freckled hands were redolent of scented soap, and, together with his too regular teeth, his bald head, and white side-whiskers, gave him an appearance of almost aggressive cleanliness.

I rang for you several times, he said, looking up with a frown.

I have just come back from Wilsons, said Hartley; you told me to see them to-day.

Mr. Vyner said Yes, and, caressing his shaven chin in his hand, appeared to forget the others existence.

How long have you been with us? he inquired at last.

Thirty-five years, sir, said Hartley, studying his face with sudden anxiety.

A long time, said the senior partner, dryly. A long time.

A pleasant time, sir, ventured the other, in a low voice.

Mr. Vyners features relaxed, and took on  after some trouble  an appearance of benevolence.

I hope so, he said, in patronizing tones. I hope so. Vyner and Son have the name for being good masters. I have never heard any complaints.

He pushed his chair back and, throwing one leg over the other, looked down at his patent-leather boots. The benevolent expression had disappeared.
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Thirty-five years, he said, slowly. Hm! I had no idea it was so long. You have  ha  no family, worth mentioning?

One daughter, said Hartley, his lips going suddenly dry.

Just so. Just so, said the senior partner. He looked at his boots again. And she is old enough to earn her own living. Or she might marry. You are in a fortunate position.

Hartley, still watching him anxiously, bowed.

In the event, for instance, continued Mr. Vyner, in careless tones in the event of your retiring from the service of Vyner and Son, there is nobody that would suffer much. That is a great consideration  a very great consideration.

Hartley, unable to speak, bowed again.

Change, continued Mr. Vyner, with the air of one uttering a new but indisputable fact change is good for us all. So long as you retain your present position there is, of course, a little stagnation in the office; the juniors see their way barred.

He took up a paper-knife and, balancing it between his fingers, tapped lightly with it on the table.

Is your daughter likely to be married soon? he inquired, looking up suddenly.

Hartley shook his head. N-no; I dont think so, he said, thickly.

The senior partner resumed his tapping.

That is a pity, he said at last, with a frown. Of course, you understand that Vyner and Son are not anxious to dispense with your services  not at all. In certain circumstances you might remain with us another ten or fifteen years, and then go with a good retiring allowance. At your present age there would be no allowance. Do you understand me?

The chief clerk tried to summon a little courage, little dignity.

I am afraid I dont, he said, in a low voice. It is all so sudden. I  I am rather bewildered. Mr. Vyner looked at him impatiently.

He leaned back in his chair, and watched his chief clerk closely

I said just now, he continued, in a hard voice, that Vyner and Son are not anxious to dispense with your services. That is, in a way, a figure of speech. Mr. Robert knows nothing of this, and I may tell you  as an old and trusted servant of the firm  that his share as a partner is at present but nominal, and were he to do anything seriously opposed to my wishes, such as, for instance  such as a  ha  matrimonial alliance of which I could not approve, the results for him would be disastrous. Do you understand?

In a slow, troubled fashion Hartley intimated that he did. He began to enter into explanations, and was stopped by the senior partners uplifted hand.

That will do, said the latter, stiffly. I have no doubt I know all that you could tell me. It is  ha  only out of consideration for your long and faithful service that I have  ha  permitted you a glimpse into my affairs  our affairs. I hope, now, that I have made myself quite clear.

He leaned back in his chair and, twisting the paper-knife idly between his fingers, watched his chief clerk closely.

Wouldnt it be advisable began Hartley, and stopped abruptly at the expression on the others face. I was thinking that if you mentioned this to Mr. Robert

Certainly not! said Mr. Vyner, with great sharpness. Certainly not!

Anger at having to explain affairs to his clerk, and the task of selecting words which should cause the least loss of dignity, almost deprived him of utterance.

This is a private matter, he said at last, strictly between ourselves. I am master here, and any alteration in the staff is a matter for myself alone. I do not wish  in fact, I forbid you to mention the matter to him. Unfortunately, we do not always see eye to eye. He is young, and perhaps hardly as worldly wise as I could wish.

He leaned forward to replace the paper-knife on the table, and, after blowing his nose with some emphasis, put the handkerchief back in his pocket and sat listening with a judicial air for anything that his chief clerk might wish to put before him.

It would be a great blow to me to leave the firm, said Hartley, after two ineffectual attempts to speak. I have been in it all my life  all my life. At my age I could scarcely hope to get any other employment worth having. I have always tried to do my best. I have never

Yes, yes, said the other, interrupting with a wave of his hand; that has been recognized. Your remuneration has, I believe, been in accordance with your  ha  services. And I suppose you have made some provision?

Hartley shook his head. Very little, he said, slowly. My wife was ill for years before she died, and I have had other expenses. My life is insured, so that in case of anything happening to me there would be something for my daughter, but that is about all.

And in case of dismissal, said the senior partner, with some cheerfulness, the insurance premium would, of course, only be an extra responsibility. It is your business, of course; but if I were  ha  in your place I should  ha  marry my daughter off as soon as possible. If you could come to me in three months and tell me

He broke off abruptly and, sitting upright, eyed his clerk steadily.

That is all, I think, he said at last. Oh, no mention of this, of course, in the office  I have no desire to raise hopes of promotion in the staff that may not be justified; I may say that I hope will not be justified.

He drew his chair to the table, and with a nod of dismissal took up his pen. Hartley went back to his work with his head in a whirl, and for the first time in twenty years cast a column of figures incorrectly, thereby putting a great strain on the diplomacy of the junior who made the discovery.

He left at his usual hour, and, free from the bustle of the office, tried to realize the full meaning of his interview with Mr. Vyner. He thought of his pleasant house and garden, and the absence of demand in Salthaven for dismissed clerks of over fifty. His thoughts turned to London, but he had grown up with Vyner and Son and had but little to sell in the open market. Walking with bent head he cannoned against a passer-by, and, looking up to apologize, caught sight of Captain Trimblett across the way, standing in front of a jewellers window.

A tall, sinewy man in a serge suit, whom Hartley recognized as Captain Walsh, was standing by him. His attitude was that of an indulgent policeman with a refractory prisoner, and twice Hartley saw him lay hold of the captain by the coat-sleeve, and call his attention to something in the window. Anxious to discuss his affairs with Trimblett, Hartley crossed the road.

Ah! heres Hartley, said the tall captain, with an air of relief, as Captain Trimblett turned and revealed a hot face mottled and streaked with red. Make him listen to reason. He wont do it for me.

Whats the matter? inquired Hartley, listlessly.

A friend o mine, said Captain Walsh, favouring him with a hideous wink, a great friend o mine, is going to be married, and I want to give him a wedding present before I go. I sail to-morrow.

Well, ask him what hed like, said Trimblett, making another ineffectual attempt to escape. Dont bother me.

I cant do that, said Walsh, with another wink; its awkward; besides which, his modesty, would probably make him swear that he wasnt going to be married at all. In fact, he has told me that already. I want you to choose for him. Tell me what youd like, and no doubt itll please him. What do you say to that cruet-stand?

D   m the cruet-stand! said Trimblett, wiping his hot face.

All right, said the unmoved Walsh, with his arm firmly linked in that of his friend. What about a toast-rack? That one!

I dont believe in wedding-presents, said Trimblett, thickly. Never did. I think its an absurd custom. And if your friend says he isnt going to be married, surely he ought to know.

Shyness, rejoined Captain Walsh pure shyness. Hes one of the best. I know his idea. His idea is to be married on the quiet and without any fuss. But it isnt coming off. No, sir. Now, suppose it was you  dont be violent; I only said suppose  how would that pickle-jar strike you?

I know nothing about it, said Captain Trimblett, raising his voice. Besides, I cant take the responsibility of choosing for another man. I told you so before.

Captain Walsh paid no heed. His glance roved over the contents of the window.

Trimbletts a terror, he said in a serene voice, turning to Hartley. I dont know what its like walking down the High Street looking into shop-windows with a fretful porcupine; but I can make a pretty good guess.

You should leave me alone, then, said Trimblett, wrenching his arm free. Wedding-presents have no interest for me.

Thats what he keeps saying, said Walsh, turning to Hartley again; and when I referred just now  in the most delicate manner  to loves young dream, I thought hed ha bust his boilers.

As far as Hartley could see, Captain Trimblett was again within measurable distance of such a catastrophe. For a moment he struggled wildly for speech, and then, coming to the conclusion that nothing he could say would do him any good, he swung on his heel and walked off. Hartley, with a nod to Walsh, followed.

That idiot has been pestering me for the last half-hour, said Captain Trimblett, after walking for some distance in wrathful silence. I wonder whether it would be brought in murder if I wrung old Sellerss neck? Ive had four people this morning come up and talk to me about getting married. At least, they started talking.

Turn a deaf ear, said Hartley.

Deaf ear? repeated the captain. I wish I could. The last few days Ive been wishing that I hadnt got ears. Its all Truefitts doing. Hes hinting now that Im too bashful to speak up, and that weak-headed Cecilia Willett believes him. If you could only see her fussing round and trying to make things easy for me, as she considers, youd wonder I dont go crazy.

Weve all got our troubles, said Hartley, shaking his head.

The indignant-captain turned and regarded him fiercely.

I am likely to leave Vyner and Son, said the other, slowly, after thirty-five years.

The wrath died out of the captains face, and he regarded his old friend with looks of affectionate concern. In grim silence he listened to an account of the interview with Mr. Vyner.

You know what it all means, he said, savagely, as Hartley finished.

I  I think so, was the reply.

It means, said the captain, biting his words it means that unless Joan is married within three months, so as to be out of Robert Vyners way, you will be dismissed the firm. It saves the old mans pride a bit putting it that way, and its safer, too. And if Robert Vyner marries her he will have to earn his own living. With luck he might get thirty shillings a week.

I know, said the other.

Get her to town as soon as possible, continued the captain, impressively. He paused a moment, and added with some feeling, Thats what Im going to do; I spoke to Mr. Vyner about it to-day. We will go up together, and Ill look after her.

Ill write to-night, said Hartley. Not that it will make any difference, so far as I can see.

Its a step in the right direction, at any rate, retorted the captain. It keeps her out of young Vyners way, and it shows John Vyner that you are doing your best to meet his views, and it might make him realize that you have got a little pride, too.

Partly to cheer Hartley up, and partly to avoid returning to Tranquil Vale, he spent the evening with him, and, being deterred by the presence of Miss Hartley from expressing his opinion of John Vyner, indulged instead in a violent tirade against the tyranny of wealth. Lured on by the highly interested Joan, he went still further, and in impassioned words committed himself to the statement that all men were equal, and should have equal rights, only hesitating when he discovered that she had been an unwilling listener on an occasion when he had pointed out to an offending seaman certain blemishes in his family tree. He then changed the subject to the baneful practice of eavesdropping.

By the time he reached home it was quite late. There was no moon, but the heavens were bright with stars. He stood outside for a few moments listening to the sound of voices within, and then, moved perhaps by the quiet beauty of the night, strolled down to the river and stood watching the lights of passing craft. Midnight sounded in the distance as he walked back.

The lamp was still burning, but the room was empty. He closed the door softly behind him, and stood eying, with some uneasiness, a large and untidy brown-paper parcel that stood in the centre of the table. From the crumpled appearance of the paper and the clumsily tied knots it had the appearance of having been opened and fastened up again by unskilled hands. The sense of uneasiness deepened as he approached the table and stood, with his head on one side, looking at it.

He turned at the sound of a light shuffling step in the kitchen. The door opened gently and the head of Mr. Truefitt was slowly inserted. Glimpses of a shirt and trousers, and the rumpled condition of the intruders hair, suggested that he had newly risen from bed.

I heard you come in, he said, in a stealthy whisper.
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Yes? said the captain.

There was no address on it, said Mr. Truefitt, indicating the parcel by a nod; it was left by somebody while we were out, and on opening it we found it was for you. At least, partly. I thought I ought to tell you.

It dont matter, said the captain, with an effort.

Mr. Truefitt nodded again. I only wanted to explain how it was, he said. Good-night.

He closed the door behind him, and the captain, after eying the parcel for some time, drew a clasp-knife from his pocket and with trembling fingers cut the string and stripped off the paper. The glistening metal of the largest electro-plated salad-bowl he had ever seen met his horrified gaze. In a hypnotized fashion he took out the fork and spoon and balanced them in his fingers. A small card at the bottom of the bowl caught his eye, and he bent over and read it:  

With Hearty Congratulations and Best Wishes to Captain and Mrs. Trimblett from Captain Michael Walsh.

For a long time he stood motionless; then, crumpling the card up and placing it in his pocket, he took the bowl in his arms and bore it to his bedroom. Wrapped again in its coverings, it was left to languish on the top of the cupboard behind a carefully constructed rampart of old cardboard boxes and worn-out books.


CHAPTER XIV

MR. HARTLEYS idea, warmly approved by Captain Trimblett, was to divulge the state of affairs to his daughter in much the same circuitous fashion that Mr. Vyner had revealed it to him. He had not taken into account, however, the difference in temper of the listeners, and one or two leading questions from Joan brought the matter to an abrupt conclusion. She sat divided between wrath and dismay.

You  you must have misunderstood him, she said at last, with a little gasp. He could not be so mean, and tyrannical, and ridiculous.

Her father shook his head. There is no room for misunderstanding, he said, quietly. Still, I have got three months to look about me, and I dont suppose we shall starve.

Miss Hartley expressed the wish  as old as woman  to give the offender a piece of her mind. She also indulged in a few general remarks concerning the obtuseness of people who were unable to see when they were not wanted, by which her father understood her to refer to Vyner junior.

I was afraid you cared for him, he said, awkwardly.

I? exclaimed Joan, in the voice of one unable to believe her ears. Oh, father, I am surprised at you; I never thought you would say such a thing.

Mr. Hartley eyed her uneasily.

Why should you think anything so absurd? continued his daughter, with some severity.

Mr. Hartley, with much concern, began to cite a long list of things responsible for what he freely admitted was an unfortunate mistake on his part. His daughter listened with growing impatience and confusion, and, as he showed no signs of nearing the end, rose in a dignified fashion and quitted the room. She was back, however, in a minute or two, and, putting her arm on his shoulder, bent down and kissed him.

I had no idea you were so observant, she remarked, softly.

I dont think I am really, said the conscientious man. If it hadnt been for Trimblett

Miss Hartley, interrupting with spirit, paid a tribute to the captain that ought to have made his ears burn.

I ought to have been more careful all these years, said her father presently. If I had, this would not have mattered so much. Prodigality never pays

Joan placed her arm about his neck again. Prodigality! she said, with a choking laugh. You dont know the meaning of the word. And you have had to help other people all your life. After all, perhaps you and Captain Trimblett are wrong; Mr. Vyner cant be in earnest, it is too absurd.

Yes, he is, said Hartley, sitting up, with a sudden air of determination. But then, so am I. I am not going to be dictated to in this fashion. My private affairs are nothing to do with him. I  I shall have to tell him so.

Dont do anything yet, said Joan, softly, as she resumed her seat. By the way

Well? said her father, after a pause.

That invitation from Uncle William was your doing, continued Joan, levelling an incriminating finger at him.

Trimbletts idea, said her father, anxious to give credit where it was due. His idea was that if you were to go away for a time Robert Vyner would very likely forget all about you.

Im not afraid of that, said Joan, with a slight smile. I mean  I mean  what business has Captain Trimblett to concern himself about my affairs?

I know what you mean, said Hartley, in a low voice.

He got up, and crossing to the window stood looking out on his beloved garden. His thoughts went back to the time, over twenty years ago, when he and his young wife had planted it. He remembered that in those far-off days she had looked forward with confidence to the time when he would be offered a share in the firm. For a moment he felt almost glad  

I suppose that Captain Trimblett is right, said Joan, who had been watching him closely; and Ill go when you like.

Her father came from the window. Yes, he said, and stood looking at her.

I am going out a little way, said Joan, suddenly.

Hartley started, and glanced instinctively at the clock. Yes, he said again.

His daughter went upstairs to dress, and did her best to work up a little resentment against being turned out of her home to avoid a caller whom she told herself repeatedly she had no wish to see. Her reflections were cut short by remembering that time was passing, and that Mr. Vyners punctuality, in the matter of these calls, was of a nature to which the office was a stranger.

She put on her hat and, running downstairs, opened the door and went out. At the gate she paused, and, glancing right and left, saw Robert Vyner approaching. He bowed and quickened his pace.

Father is indoors, she said with a friendly smile, as she shook hands.

Its a sin to be indoors an evening like this, said Robert, readily. Are you going for a walk?

A little way; I am going to see a friend, said Joan. Good-by.

Good-by, said Mr. Vyner, and turned in at the gate, while Joan, a little surprised at his docility, proceeded on her way. She walked slowly, trying, in the interests of truth, to think of some acquaintance to call upon. Then she heard footsteps behind, gradually gaining upon her.
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I really think Im the most forgetful man in Salt-haven, said Mr. Robert Vyner, in tones of grave annoyance, as he ranged alongside. I came all this way to show your father a book on dahlias, and now I find Ive left it at the office. Whats a good thing for a bad memory?

Punish yourself by running all the way, I should think, replied Joan. It might make you less forgetful next time.

Mr. Vyner became thoughtful, not to say grave. I dont know so much about running, he said, slowly. Ive had an idea for some time past that my heart is a little bit affected.

Joan turned to him swiftly. Im so sorry, she faltered. I had no idea; and the other night you were rolling the grass. Why didnt you speak of it before?

Her anxiety was so genuine that Mr. Vyner had the grace to feel a little bit ashamed of himself.

When I say that my heart is affected, I dont mean in the way of  of disease, he murmured.

Is it weak? inquired the girl.

Mr. Vyner shook his head.

Well, what is the matter with it?

Mr. Vyner sighed. I dont know, he said, slowly. It is not of long standing; I only noticed it a little while ago. The first time I had an attack I was sitting in my office  working. Let me see. I think it was the day you came in there to see your father. Yes, I am sure it was.

Miss Hartley walked on, looking straight before her.

Since then, pursued Mr. Vyner, in the mournful tones suited to the subject, it has got gradually worse. Sometimes it is in my mouth; sometimes  if I feel that I have offended anybody  it is in my boots.

Miss Hartley paid no heed.

It is in my boots now, said the invalid, plaintively; tight boots, too. Do you know what I was thinking just now when you looked at me in that alarmed, compassionate way?

Not alarmed, muttered Miss Hartley.

I was thinking, pursued Mr. Vyner, in a rapt voice, I was thinking what a fine nurse you would make. Talking of heart troubles put it in my mind, I suppose. Fancy being down for a month or two with a complaint that didnt hurt or take ones appetite away, and having you for a nurse!

I think that if you are going to talk nonsense began Joan, half stopping.

Im not, said the other, in alarm, Ive quite finished; I have, indeed.

He stole a glance at the prim young, figure by his side, and his voice again developed a plaintive note. If you only knew what it was like, he continued, to be mewed up in an office all day, with not a soul to speak to, and the sun shining, perhaps youd make allowances.

I saw you down by the harbour this morning, said the girl.

Harbour? said the other, pretending to reflect this morning?

Joan nodded. Yes; you were lounging about  in the sunshine  smoking a cigarette. Then you went on to the Indian Chief and stood talking for, oh, quite a long time to Captain Trimblett. Then

Yes? breathed Mr. Vyner, as she paused in sudden confusion. What did I do next?

Miss Hartley shook her head. I only saw you for a moment, she said.

Mr. Vyner did not press the matter; he talked instead on other subjects, but there was a tenderness in his voice for which Miss Hartley told herself her own thoughtlessness was largely responsible. She trembled and walked a little faster. Then, with a sense of relief, she saw Captain Trimblett approaching them. His head was bent in thought, and his usual smile was missing as he looked up and saw them.

I wanted to see you, he said to Joan. Im off to London to-morrow.

To-morrow! repeated the girl, in surprise.

Twelve-thirty train, said the captain, looking shrewdly from one to the other. Im just off home; there are one or two matters I must attend to before I go, and I wanted to talk to you.

I will come with you, said Joan, quickly. I havent seen Mrs. Chinnery for a long time. She nodded to Mr. Vyner and held out her hand. Good-by.

Good-by, said that gentleman. He shook hands reluctantly, and his amiable features took on a new expression as he glanced at the captain.

Try and cheer him up, he said, with an air of false concern. Its only for a little while, capn; youll soon be back and  you know the old adage?

Yes, said the captain, guardedly.

Although, of course, there are several, said Mr. Vyner, thoughtfully. I wonder whether we were thinking of the same one?

I dare say, said the other, hastily.

I was thinking of Absence makes the heart grow fonder  of the Indian Chief said the ingenuous Robert. Was that the one you were thinking of?

The captains reply was inaudible as he turned and bore off Miss Hartley. The young man stood for some time watching them, and, as Joan and her burly companion disappeared round the corner, shook his head and set off home.

Hell sober down as he gets older, said the captain, after they had proceeded some way in silence. Im glad I met you. Your father told me you were going to London, and I was thinking we might go up together. Its odd we should both be going. Quite a coincidence.

In more ways than one, said Joan. Father told me you had arranged it together. I quite know why I am going.

The captain coughed.

I know why you are going, too, said Joan.

The captain coughed again, and muttered something about children and business.

And if Im going to-morrow I had better get back and pack, continued the girl.

Plenty of time in the morning, said the captain. Itll make the time pass. Its a mistake to stow your things away too soon  a great mistake.

I would sooner do it, though, said Joan, pausing. 170

You come along to Tranquil Vale, said Captain Trimblett, with forced joviality. Never mind about your packing. Stay to supper, and Ill see you home afterward.

Miss Hartley eyed him thoughtfully.

Why? she inquired.

Pleasure of your company, said the captain.

Why? said Miss Hartley again.

The captain eyed her thoughtfully in his turn.

I  I havent told em Im going yet, he said, slowly. Itll be a little surprise to them, perhaps. Miss Willett will be there. Shes a silly thing. She and Peter might make a duet about it If you are there  

Ill take care of you, said Joan, with a benevolent smile. Youll be safe with me. What a pity you didnt bring your little troubles to me at first!

The captain turned a lurid eye upon her, and then, realizing that silence was more dignified and certainly safer than speech, said nothing. He walked on with head erect and turned a deaf ear to the faint sounds which Miss Hartley was endeavouring to convert into coughs.

Mrs. Chinnery, who was sitting alone in the front room, rose and greeted her with some warmth as she entered, and, the usual reproachful question put and answered as to the length of time since her last visit, took her hat from her and went upstairs with it. An arch smile from Miss Hartley during her absence was met by the ungrateful captain with a stony stare.

I came to bid you good-by, said Joan, as Mrs. Chinnery returned. I am off to London to-morrow.

London! said Mrs. Chinnery.

I am going to stay with an uncle, replied Joan.

Quite a coincidence, isnt it? said the captain, averting his gaze from the smiling face of Miss Hartley, and trying to keep his voice level.

Coincidence! said Mrs. Chinnery, staring at him.
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Ive got to go, too, said the captain, with what he fondly imagined was a casual smile. Got to run up and see my boys and girls. Just a flying visit there and back. So we are going together.

You! said the astonished Mrs. Chinnery. Why didnt you tell me? Why, Ive got nothing ready. Serves me right for putting things off.

The captain began to murmur something about an urgent letter, but Mrs. Chinnery, who had opened the cupboard and brought out a work-basket containing several pairs of the thick woollen socks that formed the captains usual wear, was almost too busy to listen. She threaded a needle, and, drawing a sock over her left hand, set to work on a gaping wound that most women would have regarded as mortal.

Mr. Truefitt and Mrs. Willett entered from the garden just as the Captain was explaining for the third time.

Children are not ill, I hope, said Mr. Truefitt with ill concealed anxiety.

No, said the Captain.

Mrs. Willett had seated herself by the side of Mrs. Chinnery, ventured to pat that ladys busy hand.

He will soon be back, she murmured.

He will look after that, said Mr. Truefitt, with a boisterous laugh. Wont you, capn?

Miss Willett sat regarding Captain Trimblett with a pensive air. She was beginning to regard his diffidence and shyness as something abnormal. Hints of the most helpful nature only seemed to add to his discomfort, and she began to doubt whether he would ever muster up sufficient resolution to put an end to a situation that was fast becoming embarrassing to all concerned.

Of course, she said, suddenly, it is only right that you should run up and see your children first. I hadnt thought of that.

First? repeated the captain, his face flooding with colour as he realized the inward meaning of the remark. What do you mean by first?

His voice was so loud that Miss Willett sat up with a start and looked round nervously.

Miss Willett means before you sail, said Joan, gently, before that lady could speak. How pleased they will be to see you!

Aye, aye, said the captain, regaining his composure by an effort.

What a lot of things he will have to tell them! murmured the persevering Miss Willett. Have you ever seen them? she inquired, turning to Mrs. Chinnery.

No, was the reply.

How strange! said Miss Willett, with a reproachful glance at the captain. I expect youll like them very much when you do.

Sure to, chimed in Mr. Truefitt. Susanna was always partial to children.

Im sure she is, said Miss Willett, regarding the industrious Mrs. Chinnery affectionately. How fortunate!

She rose as she spoke, and, screwing her face up at Joan with great significance, asked her whether she wouldnt care to see the garden.

Very much, said Joan. Come along, she added, turning to the captain. Now come and show me that rose-bush you have been talking about so much.

Captain Trimblett rose with an alacrity that mystified Miss Willett more than ever, and, having gained the garden, found so many things to show Miss Hartley, and so much to talk about, that supper was on the table before he had finished. Fearful of being left alone with Miss Willett, he stuck to his young protector so closely that in going in at the door he trod on her heel. Miss Hartley entered the room limping, and, having gained her seat, sat eying him with an expression in which pain and reproachful mirth struggled for the mastery.

What a delightful evening! she said, in an affected voice, as the captain walked home with her about an hour later; I have enjoyed myself tremendously.

The captain uttered an impatient exclamation.

It reminded me of the old fable of the lion and the mouse, continued Joan.

The captain grunted again, and, in a voice that he vainly endeavoured to render polite, said that he did not know what she was talking about.


CHAPTER XV

MR. ROBERT VYNER received the news of Miss Hartleys sudden departure with an air of polite interest. The secrecy of the affair and the fact that she had gone with Captain Trimblett convinced him that it was no casual visit, and he mused bitterly on the strange tendency of seafaring people to meddle with the affairs of others. An attempt to ascertain from Hartley the probable duration of her visit, and other interesting particulars, as they sat together in the young mans office, yielded no satisfaction.

She made up her mind to go rather suddenly, didnt she? he inquired.

Hartley said Yes, and murmured something about taking advantage of the opportunity of going up with Captain Trimblett. She is very fond of the captain, he added.

Is she staying near him? asked Vyner, without looking up from his work.

The chief clerk, who was anxious to get away, said No, and eyed him uneasily.

I hope that London will agree with her, continued Robert, politely. Is she staying in a healthy part?

Very, said the other.

Mr. Vyner bent over his work again, and scowled diabolically at an innocent letter which said that his instructions should have immediate attention. Which do you consider a healthy part? he said presently.

Mr. Hartley, after some reflection, said there were many districts which merited that description. He mentioned eleven, and was discoursing somewhat learnedly on drainage and soils when he noticed that the young mans attention was wandering. With a muttered reference to his work, he rose and quitted the room.

Day succeeded day in tiresome waiting, and Mr. Robert Vyner, leaning back in his chair, regarded with a hostile eye the pile of work that accumulated on his table as he sat dreaming of Joan Hartley. In a species of waking nightmare he would see her beset by hordes of respectful but persistent admirers. He manifested a craving for Mr. Hartleys society, and, discovering by actual experience that, melancholy as the house was without its mistress, all other places were more melancholy still, contrived, to its owners great discomfort, to spend a considerable number of his evenings there.

Hes a pattern to all of you, said Rosa to Mr. Walters, who sat in the kitchen one evening, cautiously watching Mr. Vyner through a small hole in the muslin blind.

Mr. Walters grunted.

I believe he worships the ground she treads on, said Rosa, in exalted tones.

Mr. Walters grunted again, and her colour rose. For nearly a fortnight she had not spoken to any other man  at least, to the boatswains knowledge  and she fully realized the cloying effect of security upon a man of his temperament.

Last night I saw him standing for half an hour looking into a shop, she said, softly. What shop do you think it was?

Mr. Walterss face took on an obstinate expression. Butchers? he hazarded, at last.

Butchers! repeated Rosa, with scorn. What should he want to look in a butchers for? It was Hickmans, the jewellers.

The boatswain said Oh! and devoted himself with renewed interest to his task of watching Mr. Vyner. Miss Jelkss conversation for some time past had circled round engagement-rings, a subject which brought him face to face with the disagreeable side of flirtation.

More fool him, he said, without looking round.

Rosa gazed fixedly at the back of his head. She was far too sensible not to have noticed the gradual waning of his passion, and she chided herself severely for having dropped her usual tactics. At the same time she realized that she was not alone to blame in the matter, the gilded youth of Salthaven, after one or two encounters with Mr. Walters, having come to the conclusion that a flirtation with her was a temptation to be avoided.

Most men are fools, she said, calmly. A young fellow I met the other evening  the night you couldnt come out  went on like a madman just because I wouldnt promise to meet him again.

Pity I didnt see im, said Mr. Walters, grimly.

Oh! said Rosa, losing her head. Why?

Id ha give im something to make a fuss about, said the boatswain, thats all.

Its not his fault, said Rosa, softly. He couldnt help himself. He told me so. Quite the gentleman  quite. You ought to see the way he raises his hat. And his head is covered all over with little short curls.

Like a nigger, said Mr. Walters, with disappointing calmness.

He removed his eye from the window and, taking out his pipe, began to fill it from a small metal box. Rosa, compressing her lips, watched him with a sardonic smile.

Got anything to do this evening? she inquired.

No, said the other.

Well, I have, said Rosa, with a bright smile, so Ill say good-evening.

Mr. Walters rose and, replacing a box of matches in his pocket, stood watching her with his mouth open.

Dont hurry, she said, at last.

The boatswain sat down again.

I mean when you get outside, explained the girl.

Mr. Walters gazed at her in slow perplexity, and then, breathing heavily, walked out of the kitchen like a man in a dream. His suspicions were aroused, and with an idea that a little blood-letting would give him relief, he wasted the entire evening lying in wait for a good-looking, gentlemanly young man with curly hair.

Miss Jelks waited for his appearance the following evening in vain. Several evenings passed, but no boatswain, and it became apparent at last that he had realized the perils of his position. Anger at his defection was mingled with admiration for his strength of mind every time she looked in the glass.

She forged her weapons slowly. A new hat was ready, but a skirt and coat still languished at the dressmakers. She waited until they came home, and then, dressing her hair in a style which owed something to a fashion-paper and something to her lack of skill, sallied out to put matters on a more satisfactory footing.

It was early evening, and the street fairly full, but for some time she wandered about aimlessly. Twice she smiled at young men of her acquaintance, and they smiled back and went on their way. The third she met with a smile so inviting that against his better sense he stopped, and after a nervous glance round made a remark about the weather.

Beautiful, said Rosa. Have you been ill, Mr. Filer?

Ill? said the young man, staring. No. Why?

Havent seen you for such a long time, said Miss Jelks, swinging her parasol. Ive been wondering what had become of you. I was afraid you were ill.

Mr. Filer caressed his moustache. I havent seen you about, he retorted.

I havent been out lately, said the girl; its so lonely walking about by yourself that Id sooner sit indoors and mope.

Mr. Filer stood blinking thoughtfully. I spose youre going to meet a friend? he said, at last.

No, said Rosa. I spose you are?

Mr. Filer said No in his turn.

Two minutes later, in a state of mind pretty evenly divided between trepidation and joy, he found himself walking by her side.

They chose at first the quietest streets, but under Miss Jelkss guidance drifted slowly back to the town.

To her annoyance the boatswain was nowhere to be seen, and the idea of wasting the evening in the society of Mr. Filer annoyed her beyond measure. She became moody, and vague in her replies to his sallies, seated herself on a pile of timber, and motioned the young man to join her and finally, with the forlorn hope that Mr. Walters might be spending the evening aboard ship, strolled on to the quay.

Work was over and they had the place to themselves.
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She seated herself on a pile of timber and, motioning the young man to join her, experienced a sudden thrill as she saw the head of Mr. Walters protruding tortoise-like over the side of the Indian Chief, which lay a little way below them. Fearful that Mr. Filer should see it, she directed his attention to two small boys who were disporting themselves in a ships boat, and, with her head almost on his shoulder, blotted out the steamer with three feathers and a bunch of roses.

It was a beautiful evening, but Mr. Filer failed to understand why she should slap his hand when he said so. He could hardly open his mouth without being requested to behave himself and getting another tiny slap. Greatly encouraged by this treatment he ventured to pass his left arm round her waist, and, in full view of the choking boatswain, imprison both her hands in his.

Miss Jelks endured it for two minutes, and then, breaking away, gave him a playful little prod with her parasol and fled behind a warehouse uttering faint shrieks. Mr. Filer gave chase at once, in happy ignorance that his rival had nearly fallen overboard in a hopeless attempt to see round the corner. Flesh and blood could stand it no longer, and when the couple emerged and began to walk in a more sober fashion toward the town an infuriated boatswain followed a little in the rear.

Mr. Filer saw him first and, with a sudden sinking at his heart, dropped his light banter and began to discourse on more serious subjects. He attempted to widen the distance between them, but in vain. A second glance showed him Mr. Walters close behind, with a face like that of two destroying angels rolled into one. Trembling with fright he quickened his pace and looked round eagerly for means of escape. His glance fell on a confectioners window, and muttering the word Ice he dashed in, followed in a more leisurely fashion by Miss Jelks.

I was just feeling like an ice, she said, as she took a seat at a little marble-topped table. She put her hat straight in a mirror opposite, and removing her gloves prepared for action.

Mr. Filer ate his ice mechanically, quite unaware of its flavour; then as nothing happened he plucked up courage and began to talk. His voice shook a little at first, but was gradually getting stronger, when he broke off suddenly with his spoon in mid-air and gazed in fascinated horror at a disc of greenish-yellow nose that pressed against the shop-window. The eyes behind it looked as though they might melt the glass.

He put his spoon down on the table and tried to think. Miss Jelks finished her ice and sat smiling at him.

Could you  could you eat another? he faltered.

Miss Jelks said that she could try, and remarked, casually, that she had once eaten thirteen, and had shared the usual superstition concerning that number ever since.

Arent you going to have one, too? she inquired, when the fresh ice arrived.

Mr. Filer shook his head, and, trying hard to ignore the face at the window, said that he was not hungry. He sat trembling with agitation, and, desirous of postponing the encounter with the boatswain as long as possible, kept ordering ices for Miss Jelks until that lady, in justice to herself, declined to eat any more.

I cant finish this, she said. Youll have to help me.

She took up a generous spoonful, and in full view of the face at the window leaned across the table and put it into Mr. Filers unwilling mouth. With a violent shudder he saw the boatswain leave the window and take up a position in front of the door. Miss Jelks drew on her gloves and, with another glance in the mirror as she rose, turned to leave. Mr. Filer made no attempt to follow.

Aint you ready? said Miss Jelks, pausing.

Im not feeling very well, said the young man, desperately, as he passed his hand across his forehead. Its the ice, I think  Im not used to em.

Perhaps the air will do you good, said Rosa.

Mr. Filer shook his head. Whatever good the air might do him would, he felt certain, be counteracted by the treatment of the boatswain.

Dont wait for me, he said, with a faint sad smile. I might be here for hours; Ive been like it before.

I cant leave you like this, said Rosa. Why  she turned suddenly, and her face lit up with a smile heres Mr. Walters! How fortunate! Hell be able to help you home.

No  dont trouble, gasped Mr. Filer, as the boatswain came into the shop and prepared to render first aid by moistening his palms and rubbing them together. Its very kind of you, but I shall be all right if Im left alone. Id rather be left alone  I would indeed.

Youd better let the gentleman help you home, urged the shopkeeper. He looks strong.

Mr. Filer shuddered.

And you can lean on me, said Rosa, softly.

Mr. Filer shuddered again, and with surprising energy, considering his invalid condition, gripped the iron frame of the table with his legs and clutched the top with his hands.

I dont like leaving him here, said Rosa, hesitating.
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Neither dont I, growled the boatswain. Ow-ever, I spose Ill run against im sooner or later.

He escorted Rosa to the door and, after a yearning glance at Mr. Filer, followed her out and walked by her side in silence.

Poor fellow, said Rosa, at last. How generous he is! I believe hed give me anything I asked for.

Mr. Walters started and, bending his brows, muttered something about giving Mr. Filer more than he asked for.

Oh, yes; I dare say, retorted Rosa, turning on him with sudden heat. Im not to speak to anybody to please you. You leave my friends alone. Whats it got to do with you?

I see you, said Mr. Walters, darkly; I see you from the ship. You little thought as ow I was a watching your little games.

Miss Jelks stopped and, drawing herself up, regarded him haughtily.

I didnt ask you for your company, Mr. Walters, she said, sharply, so you can take yourself off as soon as you like.

She turned and walked off in the opposite direction, and Mr. Walters, after a moments hesitation, turned and followed. They walked in this fashion for some distance; then the boatswain, quickening his pace, caught her roughly by the arm.

I want to show you something, he growled.

Miss Jelks eyed him disdainfully.

In ere, said the other, pointing to the same jewellers window that had been the cause of so much discomfort to Captain Trimblett.

Well? said the girl, her eyes sparkling.

For answer the gentle swain took her by the elbows and propelled her into the shop, and approaching the counter gazed disagreeably at the shopman.

I want a ring for this young lady, he said, reddening despite himself. A good un  one o the best.

The man turned to the window and, after a little careful groping, unhooked a velvet card studded with rings. Rosas eyes shone, but she drew off her glove with a fine show of unwillingness at the boatswains command.

Try that on, he said, pointing to a ring.

Miss Jelks placed it on the third finger of her left hand, and holding it up to the light gazed at it entranced.

Ow much? said the boatswain, jerking his head.

Thats a very nice ring, said the assistant.

Twenty he referred to a tiny label on the card, twenty-five pounds.

The boatswains jaw dropped, and both listeners made noble efforts to appear unconscious that his breathing was anything out of the ordinary.

Take it off, he said, as soon as he could speak; take it off at once.

Its too large, said Rosa, with a sigh.

She drew it off, and, turning to a case the jeweller placed before her, tried on several more. Suited at last, she held up her hand with the ring on it for Mr. Walterss inspection.

It fits beautifully, she said, softly, as the boatswain scratched the back of his neck.

A very nice ring, that, said the assistant. A queen might wear it.

Take it off, cried Mr. Walters, hastily.

Seventeen shillings and sixpence, said the jeweller, almost as quickly.

I like it better than the other, said Rosa.

It is better, said the boatswain, in a relieved voice.

He counted out the money and, turning a deaf but blushing ear to the jewellers glowing description of his wedding-rings, led the way outside. Rosa took his arm and leaned on it heavily.

Fancy! We are engaged now, she said, squeezing his arm and looking up at him.

Mr. Walters, who seemed to be in a state of considerable perturbation, made no reply.

Fancy you being in such a hurry! continued Rosa, with another squeeze.

Its a failing of mine, said the boatswain, still staring straight before him. Always was.


CHAPTER XVI

JOAN HARTLEYS ideas of London, gathered from books and illustrated papers, were those of a town to which her uncle and aunt were utter strangers. Mr. William Carr knew Cornhill and the adjacent district thoroughly, and thirty or forty years before had made periodical descents upon the West-end. He left home at half-past eight every morning and returned every evening at five minutes to six, except on Saturdays, when he returned at ten minutes past three, and spent his half holiday in the dining-room reading an early edition of the evening paper. Any paragraphs relating to Royalty were read aloud to his wife, who knew not only all the members of the English Royal Family by name, but also those dignitaries abroad who had the happiness to be connected with it in marriage. She could in all probability have given the King himself much useful information as to the ages and fourth and fifth Christian names of some of the later and more remote members of his family.

Her day was as regular and methodical as her husbands. The morning was devoted to assisting and superintending the general servant for the time being; after dinner, at one oclock, she retired upstairs to dress and went down to the shops to make a few purchases, returning in good time to give her husband tea. The early part of the evening was devoted to waiting for supper; the latter part to waiting for bed.

During the first week of Joans visit an agreeable thrill was communicated to the household by preparations for an evening, or perhaps an afternoon and evening, in town. The event came off  in the third week of her stay  on a wet Thursday afternoon, Mrs. Carr and Joan got wet walking to the omnibus, and wetter still waiting at one corner of the Bank of England for Mr. Carr, who was getting wet at another.
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Mr. Carr, who was in holiday attire, was smoking a large cigar in honour of the occasion, which he extinguished upon entering an omnibus and re-lighted at the Zoological Gardens. By the aid of careful manipulation and the rain it lasted him until evening. They wound up an eventful day at a theatre, and Mr. Carr, being anxious to do the thing well, took them all the way home in a four-wheeler. A little sum in mental arithmetic, which he worked on the way and submitted to the cabman at the end of the journey, was found to be wrong.

The outing was not repeated. Mrs. Carr went about for a day or two with the air of one who had returned from a long and fatiguing expedition; and her husband, when he returned from business the day following and changed into his slippers, paid such a warm tribute to the joys and comforts of home that his niece abandoned all ideas of any further jaunts. Wearied by the dulness and the monotony of the streets, she began to count the days till her return. Her fathers letters made no mention of it; but the Salthaven news in them only increased her eagerness.

She returned one day from a solitary ramble on Hampstead Heath to find that Salthaven, or a whiff of it, had come to her. A deep voice, too well known to be mistaken, fell on her ears as she entered the front door, and hastening to the drawing-room she found her aunt entertaining Captain Trimblett to afternoon tea. One large hand balanced a cup and saucer; the other held a plate. His method of putting both articles in one hand while he ate or drank might have excited the envy of a practised juggler. When Joan entered the room she found her aunt, with her eyes riveted on a piece of the captains buttered toast that was lying face downward on the carpet, carrying on a disjointed conversation.

I just looked in, said the captain, as Joan almost embraced him. Mind the tea!

Looked in? echoed Joan.

One tram, three buses  one of em a mistake  and my own legs, said the captain. I had no idea it was so far.

People have no idea how far out we really are, said Mrs. Carr, looking round with a satisfied smile. Ive noticed it before. Did you find the air different, Captain Trimblett?

Very, said the captain with a sudden gasp, as he caught sight of the piece of toast. Very fine air. Very fine. Very  quite strong.

He shifted his feet restlessly and the toast disappeared. For a moment Mrs. Carr thought that the floor had opened and swallowed it up. Realizing that the day of useful miracles had passed, she gazed fixedly at his left foot.

Well, said the captain, turning a relieved face to Joan, how is the round of gayety? Are you tired of being a butterfly yet? I suppose after this Salt-haven wont be good enough for you?

Theres nothing like life for young people, said Mrs. Carr. Give them plenty of life and thats all they want.

Miss Hartley, whose back was toward her aunt, made a grimace.

Its very natural, said the captain.

Miss Hartley made a further effort  one that she had relinquished at the age of ten  but the captain, intent upon a bite, missed it.

In my young days all I thought of was gadding about, said Mrs. Carr, smiling. I wasnt very strong either; it was just my spirits kept me up. But I used to suffer for it afterward.

We all do, said the captain, politely.

By a feat of absolute legerdemain he took out his handkerchief and brushed some crumbs from his beard. His cup slid to the edge of the saucer and peeped over, but, throwing the spoon overboard, righted itself just in time. Somewhat pleased with himself he replaced the handkerchief and, drinking the remainder of his tea, thankfully handed the crockery to Joan. After which, with a mind relieved, he-sat and spun his marvelling hostess a few tales of the sea.

He left under plea of business, before Mr. Carrs return, and with a reference to the family likeness obtaining between omnibuses, asked Joan to see him safe aboard. He accompanied the request with such a distortion of visage that she rightly concluded that he wished for an opportunity to speak to her alone.

Youre looking better, he said, when they got outside. A year or two in London will be the making of you.

A year or two! echoed the startled Joan. Ive had quite enough of it already, thank you. Ive never been so dull.

You havent got used to the change yet, said the captain, indulgently. Thats natural; but in another month I expect youll have quite a different tale to tell.

I am going home next weak, said Miss Hartley, in a decided voice.

Captain Trimblett coughed.

Why shouldnt I? inquired the girl, in reply.

The captain coughed again.

I should think the Carrs would be glad to have you, he replied, becoming suddenly busy with his handkerchief, especially as they have got no children. And a year or two with them in town would give you a  a sort of finish.

You have heard something from my father? exclaimed Joan, turning on him.

He  he wrote, said the captain.

Did he suggest my staying here?

No, said the captain, putting his handkerchief away with great care. No, I cant say he did. But he has had another interview with Mr. John Vyner, and it seems that the old gentleman is quite taking it for granted that you have left Salthaven for good. He was quite genial to your father.

Did father undeceive him? inquired the girl.

He didnt say, rejoined the other. My idea is he didnt; but its only my idea, mind.

For some time Miss Hartley walked on in disdainful silence. She broke it at last in favour of Mr. Vyner, senior.

Talking wont alter facts, though, said the admiring captain, shaking his head.

The girl paid no heed.

Now, if you only stayed here for a little while, said the captain, persuasively, say a couple of years, no doubt things would right themselves. Anything might happen in two years. Mind, its not your fathers idea, its mine. Id do anything for him; he has done me many a good turn in his time, and I want to pay him back.

Miss Hartley, softening somewhat, thanked him.

And what is two years at your time of life? continued the captain, brightly. Nothing. Why, Im going away for that time as a matter of course.

I want to go home, said Joan. I feel that I cant breathe in this dreary place. You wouldnt like me to die, would you?

Certainly not, said the captain, promptly.

You would sooner die yourself, wouldnt you? said Joan, with a sly glance at him.

The captain said Yes, with all the comfortable assurance of a healthy man living in a civilized country. Then he started as Miss Hartley turned suddenly and pinched his arm.

Eh? cried the captain, rubbing it.

I dont want you to die for me, said Joan with a little laugh, but I was thinking over things the other day, and I got an idea of how you could help me if you would. I gave it up, however. I felt sure you wouldnt do it, but if you say you would die for me  

When I said die began the captain, uneasily.

Im not going to ask you to do anything as dreadful as that, continued Joan; at least, I dont think it is; but the beauty of it is it is something you can do. I am going back to Salthaven, but to make everybody comfortable and happy I thought of going back under a new name. Thats the idea.

New name? repeated the puzzled captain.

Joan nodded and turned a somewhat flushed face in his direction.

A new name, she repeated. My father will be left undisturbed, Mr. John Vyner will be satisfied, and Mr. Robert

Yes? said the captain, after a pause.

Nothing, said the girl.

But I dont understand, said the captain, What good will changing your name do?

Wait till you hear it, retorted the girl, with an amused glance at him.

I am waiting, said the other, somewhat shortly.

Youll see at once when I tell you, said Joan; and Im sure you wont mind. I am going back to Salthaven under the name of Mrs. Trimblett.

The captain stopped suddenly in his stride, and with a bewildered air strove to rally his disordered faculties. Alarm and consternation choked his utterance.

Poor dear! said Joan, with another giggle. Dont be alarmed. Its the best thing that could happen to you; it will prevent all other attempts on your freedom.

I can take a joke, said the captain, finding his speech at last; I can take a joke as well as most men, but this is going a trifle too far.

But Im not joking, said the girl. Im going back as Mrs. Trimblett; I am, indeed. Dont look so frightened; Im not going to marry you, really. Only pretend, as the children say.

You dont know what youre talking about! exclaimed the astonished captain.

Putting aside your feelings  and mine, said Joan, its a good thing for everybody else, isnt it? We mustnt consider ourselves  that would be selfish.

The captain shook his head in angry amazement.

I suppose, when you said just now that you would do anything for father, you didnt mean it, then? said Joan. And when you said youd die for me, you

I tell you, interrupted the captain, violently, its impossible. I never heard of such a thing.

Its quite possible, declared the girl. I shall go back home, and you must get back to Salthaven just in time to sail. Mr. Vyner will be so pleased at the news, he will let you stay away as long as you like, I am sure.

And what about when I come back? demanded the captain.

When you come back, said Joan, slowly just before, in fact  I shall tell the truth and give people to understand that I did it to oblige you  to prevent somebody else marrying you against your will.

Oh! said the captain, struggling nobly with his feelings. Oh, you will!

To-morrow, continued Joan, I will buy the wedding-ring. I know that that ought to be your business, but Ill get it, because I know where I can get one cheap. I saw some the other day. Rolled gold they are called. Eighteenpence each.

The captain choked.

Have you considered, he said, loftily, as soon as he was capable of speech, that it would be a lie?

Joan nodded, carelessly.

A lie! repeated Captain Trimblett, in a thrilling voice.

Yes, said Joan. I remember I heard you tell father once that if you had a sovereign for every lie you had told you would be able to give up the sea. So you had better do it. You can do it better than I can.

Captain Trimblett threw his hands apart with a sudden supreme gesture.

I wont listen to another word! he said, hotly. I should never hear the end of it. Where are those omnibuses?

We are not near them yet, was the reply. We have been walking away from them. When you have listened to reason I will take you to them.

The captain closed his lips obstinately. He would have closed his ears, too, if he could, but, unable to do that, quickened his pace in a forlorn attempt to outdistance her. She plied him with arguments and entreaties, but in vain. He was immovable. Finally, in a trembling voice, she said that it didnt matter, and apologized for troubling him with her concerns.

I would do anything in reason, my dear, said the mollified captain.

It doesnt matter, repeated the girl.

Its quite impossible, said the captain, gently. Its really an outrageous idea. Youll see it yourself by and by.

Miss Hartley thanked him, and taking out a handkerchief dabbed her eyes gently and made a pathetic attempt to smile.

Dont say any more about it, she pleaded. I have no doubt you are right. Only when you said you would do anything for us I  I thought you meant it. I see how uncomfortable it might be for you. I ought to have thought of that before.

The unfortunate captain turned crimson, but, glancing at the spectacle of resignation by his side, managed to keep his temper under restraint.

Im not thinking of myself at all, he growled.

Perhaps you are without knowing it, suggested Miss Hartley, in a voice free from all trace of personal feeling. I thought that you would have done a little thing like that for me  and father. Im sorry I was mistaken. However, I shall go back to Salthaven in any case.

She dabbed a perfectly dry eye again, and watched the captain closely with the other.

I suppose there will be trouble, she continued, meditatively; still, that will be your fault. I have done all I could do.

She walked on in pained silence and paid no heed to the explanations and arguments by which the captain sought to justify his refusal. He began to get confused and rambling in his defence, and finally, to terminate an embarrassing interview, grunted out something about thinking it over. A moment later a radiant and admiring young woman was flattering him up to the skies.

Mind, I only said I would think it over, said the captain, regarding her indignantly.

Of course, said Joan, I quite understand that; and you will write and break the news to father, wont you?

No, Im hanged if I do, answered the captain.

Never mind, then; Ill do it, said the girl, hastily. I shall just write and tell him that I have changed my name to Trimblett. People have a right to change their name if they like. Lots of them do it. Make haste, youll lose your omnibus. I shall never forget your kindness  never.

Mind! panted the captain, as she hurried him along, it  isnt  settled. I am only going to think it over.

I dont know what we should have done without you, continued Joan. There isnt another man in the world would be so kind, I am sure. If you were only thirty or forty years younger I would marry you in reality.

Mind! said the captain, grasping the rail of the omnibus and pausing with his foot on the step, I havent  promised.
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Ill write and tell you when Ive done it, said Joan. Ill take all the responsibility. Good-by! Good-by!

The conductor hoisted him aboard and he slowly mounted the stairs. He paused at the top to wave a feeble hand, and then, subsiding heavily into a seat, sat thinking out a long and polite letter of refusal.


CHAPTER XVII

JOAN HARTLEYS letter to her father was not so easy to write as she had imagined. She tore up draft after draft, and at last, in despair, wrote him a brief and dutiful epistle, informing him that she had changed her name to Tremblett. She added  in a postscript  that she expected he would be surprised; and, having finished her task, sat trying to decide whether to commit it to the post or the flames.

It was a question that occupied her all the evening, and the following morning found her still undecided. It was not until the afternoon, when a letter came from Captain Trimblett, declining in violent terms and at great length to be a party to her scheme, that she made up her mind. The information that he had been recalled to Salthaven on the day following only served to strengthen her resolution, and it was with a feeling of almost pious thankfulness that she realized the advantages of such an arrangement. She went out and posted her letter to her father, and then, with a mind at ease, wrote a nice letter to Captain Trimblett, full of apologies for her precipitancy, and regretting that he had not informed her before of what she called his change of mind. She added that, after mature deliberation, she had decided not to return to Salthaven until after he had sailed.

Captain Trimblett got the letter next morning and, hurrying off to the nearest post-office, filled up a telegraph-form with a few incisive words dashed off at white heat. He destroyed six forms before he had arrived at what he considered a happy mean between strength and propriety, and then at the lady clerks earnest request altered one of the words of the seventh. A few hours later he was on his way to Salthaven.

It was late when he arrived and the office of Vyner and Son was closed. He went on to Laurel Lodge, and, after knocking and ringing for some time in vain, walked back to the town and went on board his ship. The new crew had not yet been signed on, and Mr. Walters, the only man aboard, was cut short in his expressions of pleasure at the captains return and sent ashore for provisions.
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Time you went to sea again, said the captain a little later as the boatswain went on his hands and knees to recover the pieces of a plate he had dropped.

I wish Id gone a month ago, sir, said Mr. Walters. Shores no place for a sailorman.

The captain grunted, and turning suddenly surprised the eye of Mr. Walters fixed upon him with an odd, puzzled expression that he had noticed before that evening. Mr. Walters, caught in the act, ducked from sight, and recovered a crumb that was trying to pass itself off as a piece of china.

What are you staring at me for? demanded the captain.

Me, sir? said the boatswain. I wasnt staring.

He rose with his hands full of pieces and retreated to the door. Almost against his will he stole another glance at the captain and blinked hastily at the gaze that met his own.

If Ive got a smut on my nose began the captain, ferociously.

No, sir, said Mr. Walters, disappearing.

Come here! roared the other.

The boatswain came back reluctantly.

If I catch you making those faces at me again, said the captain, whom the events of the last day or two had reduced to a state of chronic ill-temper, Ill  Ill  

Yessir, said Mr. Walters, cheerfully. I  

He disappeared again, but his voice came floating down the companion-ladder. I ope  youll accept  my good  wishes.

Captain Trimblett started as though he had been stung, and his temperature rose to as near boiling point as science and the human mechanism will allow. Twice he opened his mouth to bellow the boatswain back again, and twice his courage failed him. He sat a picture of wrathful consternation until, his gaze falling on a bottle of beer, he emptied it with great rapidity, and pushing his plate away and lighting his pipe sat trying to read a harmless meaning into Mr. Walterss infernal congratulations.

He rose early next morning and set off for Laurel Lodge, a prey to gloom, which the furtive glances of Mr. Walters had done nothing to dissipate. Hartley was still in his bedroom when he arrived, but Rosa showed him into the dining-room, and, having placed a chair, sped lightly upstairs.

Ive told him, she said, returning in a breathless condition and smiling at him.

The captain scowled at her.

And he says hell be down in a minute.

Very good, said the captain, with a nod of dismissal.

Miss Jelks went as far as the sideboard, and, taking out a tablecloth, proceeded to set the breakfast, regarding the captain with unaffected interest as she worked.

He aint been very well the last day or two, she said, blandly.

The captain ignored her.

Seems to have something on his mind, continued Miss Jelks, with a toss of her head, as she placed the sugar-bowl and other articles on the table.

The captain regarded her steadily for a moment, and then, turning, took up a newspaper.

I should think he never was what youd call a strong man, murmured Miss Jelks. He aint got the look of it.

The captains temper got the better of him. Who are you talking about? he demanded, turning sharply.

Miss Jelkss eyes shone, but there was no hurry, and she smoothed down a corner of the tablecloth before replying.

Your father-in-law, sir, she said, with a faint air of surprise.

Captain Trimblett turned hastily to his paper again, but despite his utmost efforts a faint wheezing noise escaped him and fell like soft music on the ears of Miss Jelks. In the hope that it might be repeated, or that manifestations more gratifying still might be vouchsafed to her, she lingered over her task and coughed in an aggressive fashion at intervals.

She was still busy when Hartley came downstairs, and, stopping for a moment at the doorway, stood regarding the captain with a look of timid disapproval. The latter rose and, with a significant glance in the direction of Rosa, shook hands and made a remark about the weather.

When did you return? inquired Hartley, trying to speak easily.

Last night, said the other. I came on here, but you were out.

Hartley nodded, and they sat eying each other uneasily and waiting for the industrious Rosa to go. The captain got tired first, and throwing open the French windows slipped out into the garden and motioned to Hartley to follow.

Joan wrote to you, he said, abruptly, as soon as they were out of earshot.

Yes, said the other, stiffly.

Understand, it wasnt my fault, said the captain, warmly. I wash my hands of it. I told her not to.

Indeed! said Hartley, with a faint attempt at sarcasm. It was no concern of mine, of course.

The captain turned on him sharply, and for a moment scathing words hung trembling on his lips. He controlled himself by an effort.

She wrote to you, he said, slowly, and instead of waiting to see me, or communicating with me, you spread the news all over the place.

Nothing of the kind, said Hartley. As a matter of fact, its not a thing I am anxious to talk about. Up to the present I have only told Rosa.

Only! repeated the choking captain. Only! Only told Rosa! Where was the town-crier? What in the name of common-sense did you want to tell her for?

She would have to be told sooner or later, said Hartley, staring at him, and it seemed to me better to tell her before Joan came home. I thought Joan would prefer it; and if you had heard Rosas comments I think that youd agree I was right.

The captain scarcely listened. Well, its all over Salthaven by now, he said, resignedly.

He seated himself on the bench with his hands hanging loosely between his knees, and tried to think. In any case he saw himself held up to ridicule, and he had a strong feeling that to tell the truth now would precipitate a crisis between Vyner and his chief clerk. The former would probably make a fairly accurate guess at the circumstances responsible for the rumour, and act accordingly. He glanced at Hartley standing awkwardly before him, and, not without a sense of self-sacrifice, resolved to accept the situation.

Yes; Rosa had to be told, he said, philosophically. Fate again; you cant avoid it.

Hartley took a turn or two up and down the path.

The news came on me like a  like a thunderbolt, he said, pausing in front of the captain. I hadnt the slightest idea of such a thing, and if I say what I think

Dont! interrupted the captain, warmly. Whats the good?

When were you married? inquired the other. Where were you married?

Joan made all the arrangements, said the captain, rising hastily. Ask her.

But said the astonished Hartley.

Ask her, repeated the captain, walking toward the house and flinging the words over his shoulder. Im sick of it.

He led the way into the dining-room and, at the others invitation, took a seat at the breakfast-table, and sat wondering darkly how he was to get through the two days before he sailed. Hartley, ill at ease, poured him out a cup of coffee and called his attention to the bacon-dish.

I cant help thinking, he said, as the captain helped himself and then pushed the dish toward him I cant help thinking that there is something behind all this; that there is some reason for it that I dont quite understand.

The captain started. Never mind, he said, with gruff kindness.

But I do mind, persisted the other. I have got an idea that it has been done for the benefit  if you can call it that  of a third person.

The captain eyed him with benevolent concern. Nonsense, he said, uneasily. Nothing of the kind. We never thought of you.

I wasnt thinking of myself, said Hartley, staring; but I know that Joan was uneasy about you, although she pretended to laugh at it. I feel sure in my own mind that she has done this to save you from Mrs. Chinnery. If it hadnt

He stopped suddenly as the captain, uttering a strange gasping noise, rose and stood over him. For a second or two the captain stood struggling for speech, then, stepping back with a suddenness that overturned his chair, he grabbed his cap from the sideboard and dashed out of the house. The amazed Mr. Hartley ran to the window and, with some uneasiness, saw his old friend pelting along at the rate of a good five miles an hour.

Breathing somewhat rapidly from his exertions, the captain moderated his pace after the first hundred yards, and went on his way in a state of mind pretty evenly divided between wrath and self-pity. He walked in thought with his eyes fixed on the ground, and glancing up, too late to avoid him, saw the harbour-master approaching.

Captain Trimblett, composing his features to something as near his normal expression as the time at his disposal would allow, gave a brief nod and would have passed on. He found his way, however, blocked by sixteen stone of harbour-master, while a big, red, clean-shaven face smiled at him reproachfully.

How are you? said Trimblett, jerkily.

The harbour-master, who was a man of few words, made no reply. He drew back a little and, regarding the captain with smiling interest, rolled his head slowly from side to side.

Well! Well! Well! he said at last.

Captain Trimblett drew himself up and regarded him with a glance the austerity of which would have made most men quail. It affected the harbourmaster otherwise.
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C  ck! he said, waggishly, and drove a forefinger like a petrified sausage into the others ribs.

The assault was almost painful, and, before the captain could recover, the harbour-master, having exhausted his stock of witticisms, both verbal and physical, passed on highly pleased with himself.

It was only a sample of what the day held in store for the captain, and before it was half over he was reduced to a condition of raging impotence. The staff of Vyner and Son turned on their stools as one man as he entered the room, and regarded him open-eyed for the short time that he remained there. Mr. Vyner, senior, greeted him almost with cordiality, and, for the second time in his experience, extended a big white hand for him to shake.

I have heard the news, captain, he said, in extenuation.

Captain Trimblett bowed, and in response to an expression of good wishes for his future welfare managed to thank him. He made his escape as soon as possible, and, meeting Robert Vyner on the stairs, got a fleeting glance and a nod which just admitted the fact of his existence.

The most popular man in Salthaven for the time being, he spent the best part of the day on board his ship, heedless of the fact that numerous acquaintances were scouring the town in quest of him. One or two hardy spirits even ventured on board, and, leaving with some haste, bemoaned, as they went, the change wrought by matrimony in a hitherto amiable and civil-spoken mariner.

The one drop of sweetness in his cup was the news that Mrs. Chinnery was away from home for a few days, and after carefully reconnoitring from the bridge of the Indian Chief that evening he set off to visit his lodgings. He reached Tranquil Vale unmolested, and, entering the house with a rather exaggerated air of unconcern, nodded to Mr. Truefitt, who was standing on the hearthrug smoking, and hung up his cap. Mr. Truefitt, after a short pause, shook hands with him.

Shes away, he said, in a deep voice.

She? Who? faltered the captain.

Susanna, replied Mr. Truefitt, in a deeper voice still.

The captain coughed and, selecting a chair with great care, slowly seated himself.

She left you her best wishes, continued Mr. Truefitt, still standing, and still regarding him with an air of severe disapproval.

Much obliged, murmured the captain.

She would do it, added Mr. Truefitt, crossing to the window and staring out at the road with his back to the captain. And she said something about a silver-plated butter-dish; but in the circumstances I said No. Miss Willett thought so too.

How is Miss Willett? inquired the captain, anxious to change the subject.

All things considered, shes better than might be expected, replied Mr. Truefitt, darkly.

Captain Trimblett said that he was glad to hear it, and, finding the silence becoming oppressive, inquired affectionately concerning the health of Mrs. Willett, and learned to his discomfort that she was in the same enigmatical condition as her daughter.

And my marriage is as far off as ever, concluded Mr. Truefitt. Some people seem to be able to get married as often as they please, and others cant get married at all.

Its all fate, said the captain, slowly; its all arranged for us.

Mr. Truefitt turned and his colour rose.

Your little affair was arranged for you, I suppose? he said, sharply.

It was, said the captain, with startling vehemence.

Mr. Truefitt, who was lighting his pipe, looked up at him from lowered brows, and then, crossing to the door, took his pipe down the garden to the summer-house.


CHAPTER XVIII

THIS time to-morrow night, said Mr. Walters, as he slowly paced a country lane with Miss Jelks clinging to his arm, I shall be at sea.

Miss Jelks squeezed his arm and gave vent to a gentle sigh. Two yearsll soon slip away, she remarked. Its wonderful how time flies. How much is twice three hundred and sixty-five?

And you mind you behave yourself, said the boatswain, hastily. Remember your promise, mind.

Of course I will, said Rosa, carelessly.

Youve promised not to ave your evening out till I come back, the boatswain reminded her; week-days and Sundays both. And it oughtnt to be no ardship to you. Gals wots going to be married dont want to go gadding about.

Of course they dont, said Rosa. I shouldnt enjoy being out without you neither. And I can get all the fresh air I want in the garden.

And cleaning the winders, said the thoughtful boatswain.

Miss Jelks, who held to a firm and convenient belief in the likeness between promises and piecrusts, smiled cheerfully.

Unless I happen to be sent on an errand I shant put my nose outside the front gate, she declared.

Youve passed your word, said Mr. Walters, slowly, and thats good enough for me; besides which Ive got a certain party wots promised to keep is eye on you and let me know if you dont keep to it.

Eh? said the startled Rosa. Who is it?

Never you mind who it is, said Mr. Walters, judicially. Its better for you not to know, then you cant dodge im. He can keep his eye on you, but theres no necessity for you to keep your eye on im. I dont mind wot he does.

Miss Jelks maintained her temper with some difficulty; but the absolute necessity of discovering the identity of the person referred to by Mr. Walters, if she was to have any recreation at all during the next two years, helped her.

Hell have an easy job of it, she said, at last, with a toss of her head.

Thats just wot I told im, said the boatswain. He didnt want to take the job on at first, but I pinted out that if you behaved yourself and kept your promise hed ave nothing to do; and likewise, if you didnt, it was only right as ow I should know. Besides which I gave im a couple o carved peach stones and a war-club that used to belong to a Sandwich Islander, and took me pretty near a week to make.

Miss Jelks looked up at him sideways. Be a bit of all right if he comes making up to me himself, she said, with a giggle. I wonder whether hed tell you that?

He wont do that, said the boatswain, with a confident smile. Hes much too well-behaved, sides which he aint old enough.

Miss Jelks tore her arm away. Youve never been and set that old-fashioned little shrimp Bassett on to watch me? she said, shrilly.

Never you mind who it is, growled the discomfited boatswain. Its got nothing to do with you. All youve got to know is this: any time e sees you out  this party Im talking of  hes going to log it. He calls it keeping a dairy, but it comes to the same thing.

I know what I call it, said the offended maiden, and if I catch that little horror spying on me hell remember it.

He cant spy on you if you aint out, said the boatswain. Thats wot I told im; and when I said as youd promised he saw as ow it would be all right. Im going to try and bring him ome a sharks tooth.

Goin to make it? inquired Rosa, with a sniff.

And might I ask, she inquired, as the amorous boatswain took her arm again, might I ask who is going to watch you?

Me? said the boatswain, regarding her with honest amazement. I dont want no watching. Men dont.

In  deed! said Miss Jelks, and why not?

They dont like it, said Mr. Walters, simply.

Miss Jelks released her arm again, and for some time they walked on opposite sides of the lane Her temper rose rapidly, and at last, tearing off her glove, she drew the ring from her finger and handed it to the boatswain.
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There you are! she exclaimed. Take it!

Mr. Walters took it, and, after a vain attempt to place it on his little finger, put it in his waistcoat-pocket and walked on whistling.

Were not engaged now, explained Rosa.

Aye, aye, said the boatswain, cheerfully. Only walking out.

Nothing of the kind, said Rosa. I shant have nothing more to do with you. Youd better tell Bassett.

What for? demanded the other.

What for? repeated Rosa. Why, theres no use him watching me now.

Why not? demanded Mr. Walters.

Miss Jelks caught her breath impatiently. Because its got nothing to do with you what I do now, she said, sharply. I can go out with who I like.

Ho! said the glaring Mr. Walters. Ho! Can you? So thats your little game, is it? Here

He fumbled in his pocket and, producing the ring, caught Miss Jelkss hand in a grip that made her wince, and proceeded to push it on her little finger. Now you behave yourself, else next time Ill take it back for good.

Miss Jelks remonstrated, but in vain. The boatswain passed his left arm about her waist, and when she became too fluent increased the pressure until she gasped for breath. Much impressed by these signs of affection she began to yield, and, leaning her head against his shoulder, voluntarily renewed her vows of seclusion.

She went down to the harbour next day to see him off, and stood watching with much interest the bustle on deck and the prominent share borne by her masterful admirer. To her thinking, Captain Trimblett, stiff and sturdy on the bridge, played but a secondary part. She sent the boatswain little signals of approval and regard, a proceeding which was the cause of much subsequent trouble to a newly joined A.B. who misunderstood their destination. The warps were thrown off, a bell clanged in the engine-room, the screw revolved, and a gradually widening piece of water appeared between the steamer and the quay. Men on board suspended work for a moment for a last gaze ashore, and no fewer than six unfortunates responded ardently to the fluttering of her handkerchief. She stood watching until the steamer had disappeared round a bend in the river, and then, with a sense of desolation and a holiday feeling for which there was no outlet, walked slowly home.

She broke her promise to the boatswain the following evening. For one thing, it was her evening out, and for another she felt that the sooner the Bassett nuisance was stopped, the better it would be for all concerned. If the youth failed to see her she was the gainer to the extent of an evening in the open air, and if he did not she had an idea that the emergency would not find her unprepared.

She walked down to the town first and spent some time in front of the shop-windows. Tiring of this, she proceeded to the harbour and inspected the shipping, and then with the feeling strong upon her that it would be better to settle with Bassett at her own convenience, she walked slowly to the small street in which he lived, and taking up a position nearly opposite his house paced slowly to and fro with the air of one keeping an appointment. She was pleased to observe, after a time, a slight movement of the curtains opposite, and, satisfied that she had attained her ends, walked off. The sound of a street door closing saved her the necessity of looking round.

At first she strolled slowly through the streets, but presently, increasing her pace, resolved to take the lad for a country walk. At Tranquil Vale she paused to tie up her boot-lace, and, satisfying herself that Bassett was still in pursuit, set off again.

She went on a couple of miles farther, until turning the sharp corner of a lane she took a seat on the trunk of a tree that lay by the side and waited for him to come up. She heard his footsteps coming nearer and nearer, and with a satisfied smile noted that he had quickened his pace. He came round the corner at the rate of over four miles an hour, and, coming suddenly upon her, was unable to repress a slight exclamation of surprise. The check was but momentary, and he was already passing on when the voice of Miss Jelks, uplifted in sorrow, brought him to a standstill.

Oh, Master Bassett, she cried, I am surprised! I couldnt have believed it of you.

Bassett, squeezing his hands together, stood eying her nervously.

And you so quiet, too, continued Rosa; but there, you quiet ones are always the worst.

The boy, peering at her through his spectacles, made no reply.

The idea of a boy your age falling in love with me, said Rosa, modestly lowering her gaze.

What! squeaked the astonished Bassett, hardly able to believe his ears.

Falling in love and dogging my footsteps, said Rosa, with relish, and standing there looking at me as though you could eat me.

You must be mad, said Bassett, in a trembling voice. Stark staring mad.

Its to make you leave off loving me, she explained

Dont make it worse, said Rosa kindly. I suppose you cant help it, and ought to be pitied for it really. Now I know why it was you winked at me when you came to the house the other day.

Winked! gasped the horrified youth. Me?

I thought it was weakness of sight, at the time, said the girl, but I see my mistake now. I am sorry for you, but it can never be. I am anothers.

Bassett, utterly bereft of speech, stood eying her helplessly.

Dont stand there making those sheeps eyes at me, said Rosa. Try and forget me. Was it love at first sight, or did it come on gradual like?

Bassett, moistening his tongue, shook his head.

Am I the first girl you ever loved? inquired Rosa, softly.

No, said the boy. I mean  I have never been in  love. I dont know what you are talking about.

Do you mean to say you are not in love with me? demanded Rosa, springing up suddenly.

I do, said Bassett, blushing hotly.

Then what did you follow me all round the town for, and then down here?

Bassett, who was under a pledge of secrecy to the boatswain, and, moreover, had his own ideas as to the reception the truth might meet with, preserved an agonized silence.

Its no good, said Rosa, eying him mournfully. You cant deceive me. You are head over heels, and the kindest thing I can do is to be cruel to you  for your own sake.

She sprang forward suddenly, and, before the astounded youth could dodge, dealt him a sharp box on the ear. As he reeled under the blow she boxed the other.
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Its to make you leave off loving me, she explained; and if I ever catch you following me again youll get some more; besides which I shall tell your mother.

She picked up her parasol from the trunk, and after standing regarding him for a moment with an air of offended maidenhood, walked back to the town. Bassett, after a long interval, returned by another road.


CHAPTER XIX

JOAN HARTLEY returned to Salthaven a week after Captain Trimbletts departure, and, with a lively sense of her inability to satisfy the curiosity of her friends, spent most of the time indoors. To evade her fathers inquiries she adopted other measures, and the day after her return, finding both her knowledge and imagination inadequate to the task of satisfying him, she first waxed impatient and then tearful. Finally she said that she was thoroughly tired of the subject, and expressed a fervent hope that she might hear no more about it. Any further particulars would be furnished by Captain Trimblett, upon his return.

But when I asked him about it he referred me to you, said Hartley. The whole affair is most incomprehensible.

We thought it would be a surprise to you, agreed Joan.

It was, said her father, gloomily. But if you are satisfied, I suppose it is all right.

He returned to the attack next day, but gained little information. Miss Hartleys ideas concerning the various marriage ceremonies were of the vaguest, but by the aid of Whitakers Almanack she was enabled to declare that the marriage had taken place by license at a church in the district where Trimblett was staying. As a help to identification she added that the church was built of stone, and that the pew-opener had a cough. Tiresome questions concerning the marriage certificate were disposed of by leaving it in the captains pocket-book. And again she declared that she was tired of the subject.

I cant imagine what your aunt was thinking about, said her father. If you had let me write

She knew nothing about it, said Joan, hastily; and if you had written to her she would have thought that you were finding fault with her for not looking after me more. Its done now, and if Im satisfied and Captain Trimblett is satisfied, that is all that matters. You didnt want me to be an old maid, did you?

Mr. Hartley gave up the subject in despair, but Miss Willett, who called a day or two later, displayed far more perseverance. After the usual congratulations she sat down to discuss the subject at length, and subjected Joan to a series of questions which the latter had much difficulty in evading. For a newly married woman, Miss Willett could only regard her knowledge of matrimony as hazy in the extreme.

She dont want to talk about it, said Mr. Truefitt, the following evening as he sat side by side with Miss Willett in the little summer-house overlooking the river. Perhaps she is repenting it already.

It ought to be a tender memory, sighed Miss Willett. Im sure

She broke off and blushed.

Yes? said Mr. Truefitt, pinching her arm tenderly.

Never mind, breathed Miss Willett. I mean  I was only going to say that I dont think the slightest detail would have escaped me. All she seems to remember is that it took place in a church.

It must have been by license, I should think, said Mr. Truefitt, scowling thoughtfully. Ordinary license, I should say. I have been reading up about them lately. One never knows what may happen.

Miss Willett started.

Trimblett has not behaved well, continued Mr. Truefitt, slowly, by no means, but I must say that he has displayed a certain amount of dash; he didnt allow anything or anybody to come between him and matrimony. He just went and did it.

He passed his arm round Miss Willetts waist and gazed reflectively across the river.

And I suppose we shall go on waiting all our lives, he said at last. We consider other people far too much.

Miss Willett shook her head. Mother always keeps to her word, she said, with an air of mournful pride. Once she says anything she keeps to it. Thats her firmness. She wont let me marry so long as Mrs. Chinnery stays here. We must be patient.

Mr. Truefitt rumpled his hair irritably and for some time sat silent. Then he leaned forward and, in a voice trembling with excitement, whispered in the ladys ear.

Peter! gasped Miss Willett, and drew back and eyed him in trembling horror.

Why not? said Mr. Truefitt, with an effort to speak stoutly. Its our affair.

Miss Willett shivered and, withdrawing from his arm, edged away to the extreme end of the seat and averted her gaze.

Its quite easy, whispered the tempter.

Miss Willett, still looking out at the door, affected not to hear.

Not a soul would know until afterward, continued Mr. Truefitt, in an ardent whisper. It could all be kept as quiet as possible. Ill have the license ready, and you could just slip out for a morning walk and meet me at the church, and there you are. And its ridiculous of two people of our age to go to such trouble.

Mother would never forgive me, murmured Miss Willett. Never!

Shed come round in time, said Mr. Truefitt.

Never! said Miss Willett. You dont know mothers strength of mind. But I mustnt stay and listen to such things. Its wicked!

She got up and slipped into the garden, and with Mr. Truefitt in attendance paced up and down the narrow paths.

Besides, she said, after a long silence, I shouldnt like to share housekeeping with your sister. It would only lead to trouble between us, I am sure.

Mr. Truefitt came to a halt in the middle of the path, and stood rumpling his hair again as an aid to thought. Captain Sellers, who was looking over his fence, waved a cheery salutation.

Fine evening, he piped.

The other responded with a brief nod.

What did you say? inquired Captain Sellers, who was languishing for a little conversation.

Didnt say anything! bawled Mr. Truefitt.

You must speak up if you want me to hear you! cried the captain. Its one o my bad days.

Truefitt shook his head, and placing himself by the side of Miss Willett resumed his walk. Three fences away, Captain Sellers kept pace with them.

Nothing fresh about Trimblett, I suppose? he yelled.

Truefitt shook his head again.

Hes a deep un! cried Sellers wonderful deep! Hows the other one? Bearing up? I aint seen her about the last day or two. I believe that was all a dodge of Trimbletts to put us off the scent. It made a fool of me.

Mr. Truefitt, with a nervous glance at the open windows of his house, turned and walked hastily down the garden again.

He quite deceived me, continued Captain Sellers, following quite. What did you say?

Nothing, bawled Mr. Truefitt, with sudden ferocity.

Eh! yelled the captain, leaning over the fence with his hand to his ear.

Nothing!

Eh? said the captain, anxiously. Speak up! What?

Oh, go to  Jericho! muttered Mr. Truefitt, and, taking Miss Willett by the arm, disappeared into the summer-house again. Where were we when that old idiot interrupted us? he inquired, tenderly.

Miss Willett told him, and, nestling within his encircling arm, listened with as forbidding an expression as she could command to further arguments on the subject of secret marriages.

Its no use, she said at last I mustnt listen. Its wicked. I am surprised at you, Peter. You must never speak to me on the subject again.

She put her head on his shoulder, and Mr. Truefitt, getting a better grip with his arm, drew her toward him.

Think it over, he whispered, and bent and kissed her.

Never, was the reply.

Mr. Truefitt kissed her again, and was about to repeat the performance when she started up with a faint scream, and, pushing him away, darted from the summer-house and fled up the garden. Mr. Truefitt, red with wrath, stood his ground and stared ferociously at the shrunken figure of Captain Sellers standing behind the little gate in the fence that gave on to the foreshore. The captain, with a cheery smile, lifted the latch and entered the garden.

I picked a little bunch o flowers for Miss Willett, he said, advancing and placing them on the table.

Who told you to come into my garden? shouted the angry Mr. Truefitt.

Yes, all of em, said Captain Sellers, taking up the bunch and looking at them. Smell!

He thrust the bunch into the others face, and withdrawing it plunged his own face into it with rapturous sniffs. Mr. Truefitt, his nose decorated with pollen ravished from a huge lily, eyed him murderously.

Get out of my garden, he said, with an imperious wave of his hand.

I cant hear what you say, said the captain, following the direction of the others hand and stepping outside. Sometimes I think my deafness gets worse. Its a great deprivation.

Is it? said Mr. Truefitt. He made a funnel of both hands and bent to the old mans willing ear.

Youre an artful, interfering, prying, inquisitive old busybody, he bellowed. Can you hear that?

Say it again, said the captain, his old eyes snapping.

Mr. Truefitt complied.

I didnt quite catch the last word, said the captain.

Busybody! yelled Mr. Truefitt. Busybody! B  u  s  

I heard, said Captain Sellers, with sudden and alarming dignity. Take your coat off.

Get out of my garden, responded Mr. Truefitt, briefly.

Take your coat off, repeated Captain Sellers, sternly. He removed his own after a little trouble, and rolling back his shirt sleeves stood regarding with some pride a pair of yellow, skinny old arms. Then he clenched his fists, and, with an agility astonishing in a man of his years, indulged in a series of galvanic little hops in front of the astounded Peter Truefitt.

Put your hands up! he screamed. Put em up, you tailors dummy! Put em up, you Dutchman!

Go out of my garden, repeated the marvelling Mr. Truefitt. Go home and have some gruel and go to bed!

Captain Sellers paid no heed. Still performing marvellous things with his feet, he ducked his head over one shoulder, feinted with his left at Mr. Truefitts face, and struck with his right somewhere near the centre of his opponents waistcoat. Mr. Truefitt, still gazing at him open-mouthed, retreated backward, and, just as the captains parchment-like fist struck him a second time, tripped over a water-can that had been left in the path and fell heavily on his back in a flower-bed.

Time! cried Captain Sellers, breathlessly, and pulled out a big silver watch to consult, as Miss Willett came hurrying down the garden, followed by Mrs. Chinnery.
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Peter! wailed Miss Willett, going on her knees and raising his head. Oh, Peter!

Has he hurt you? inquired Mrs. Chinnery, stooping.

No; Im a bit shaken, said Mr. Truefitt, crossly. I fell over that bla  blessed water-can. Take that old marionette away. Im afraid to touch him for fear hell fall to pieces.

Time! panted Captain Sellers, stowing his watch away and resuming his prancing. Come on! Lively with it!

Miss Willett uttered a faint scream and thrust her hand out.

Lor bless the man! cried Mrs. Chinnery, regarding the old gentlemans antics with much amazement Go away! Go away at once!

Time! cried Captain Sellers.

She stepped forward, and her attitude was so threatening that Captain Sellers hesitated. Then he turned, and, picking up his coat, began to struggle into it.

I hope it will be a lesson to him, he said, glaring at Mr. Truefitt, who had risen by this time and was feeling his back. You see what comes of insulting an old sea-dog.

He turned and made his way to the gate, refusing with a wave of his hand Mrs. Chinnerys offer to help him down the three steps leading to the shore. With head erect and a springy step he gained his own garden, and even made a pretence of attending to a flower or two before sitting down. Then the deck-chair claimed him, and he lay, a limp bundle of aching old bones, until his housekeeper came down the garden to see what had happened to him.


CHAPTER XX

FOR the first week or two after Joan Hartleys return Mr. Robert Vyner went about in a state of gloomy amazement. Then, the first shock of surprise over, he began to look about him in search of reasons for a marriage so undesirable. A few casual words with Hartley at odd times only served to deepen the mystery, and he learned with growing astonishment of the chief clerks ignorance of the whole affair. A faint suspicion, which he had at first dismissed as preposterous, persisted in recurring to him, and grew in strength every time the subject was mentioned between them. His spirits improved, and he began to speak of the matter so cheerfully that Hartley became convinced that everybody concerned had made far too much of ordinary attentions paid by an ordinary young man to a pretty girl. Misled by his sons behaviour, Mr. Vyner, senior, began to entertain the same view of the affair.

Just a boyish admiration, he said to his wife, as they sat alone one evening. All young men go through it at some time or other. Its a sort of  ha  vaccination, and the sooner they have it and get over it the better.

He has quite got over it, I think, said Mrs. Vyner, slowly.

Mr. Vyner nodded. Lack of opposition, he said, with a satisfied air. Lack of visible opposition, at any rate. These cases require management. Many a marriage has been caused by the efforts made to prevent it.

Mrs. Vyner sighed. Her husband had an irritating habit of taking her a little way into his confidence and then leaving the rest to an imagination which was utterly inadequate to the task.

There is nothing like management, she said, safely. And I am sure nobody could have had a better son. He has never caused us a days anxiety.

Not real anxiety, said her husband no.

Mrs. Vyner averted her eyes. When, she said, gently when are you going to give him a proper interest in the firm?

Mr. Vyner thrust his hands into his trousers pockets and leaned back in his chair. I have been thinking about it, he said, slowly. He would have had it before but for this nonsense. Nothing was arranged at first, because I wanted to see how he was going to do. His work is excellent  excellent.

It was high praise, but it was deserved, and Mr. Robert Vyner would have been the first to admit it. His monstrous suspicion was daily growing less monstrous and more plausible. It became almost a conviction, and he resolved to test it by seeing Joan and surprising her with a few sudden careless remarks of the kind that a rising K.C. might spring upon a particularly difficult witness. For various reasons he chose an afternoon when the senior partner was absent, and, after trying in vain to think out a few embarrassing questions on the way, arrived at the house in a condition of mental bankruptcy.

The obvious agitation of Miss Hartley as she shook hands did not tend to put him at his ease. He stammered something about congratulations and the girl stammered something about thanks, after which they sat still and eyed each other nervously.

Beautiful day, said Mr. Vyner at last, and comforted himself with the reflection that the most eminent K.C.s often made inane remarks with the idea of throwing people off their guard.

Miss Hartley said Yes.

I hope you had a nice time in town? he said, suddenly.

Very nice, said Joan, eying him demurely.

But of course you did, said Robert, with an air of sudden remembrance. I suppose Captain Trimblett knows London pretty well?

Pretty well, repeated the witness.

Mr. Vyner eyed her thoughtfully. I hope you wont mind my saying so, he said, slowly, but I was awfully pleased to hear of your marriage. I think it is always nice to hear of ones friends marrying each other.

Yes, said the girl.

And Trimblett is such a good chap, continued Mr. Vyner. He is so sensible for his age.

He paused expectantly, but nothing happened.

So bright and cheerful, he explained.

Miss Hartley still remaining silent, he broke off and sat watching her quietly. To his eyes she seemed more charming than ever. There was a defiant look in her eyes, and a half-smile trembled round the corners of her mouth. He changed his seat for one nearer to hers, and leaning forward eyed her gravely. Her colour deepened and she breathed quickly.

Dont  dont you think Captain Trimblett is lucky? she inquired, with an attempt at audacity.
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Mr. Vyner pondered. No, he said at last.

Miss Hartley caught her breath.

How rude! she said, after a pause, lowering her eyes.

No, it isnt, said Robert.

Really! remonstrated Miss Hartley.

I think that I am luckier than he is, said Robert, in a low voice. At least, I hope so. Shall I tell you why?

No, said Joan, quickly.

Mr. Vyner moistened his lips.

Perhaps you know, he said, unsteadily.

Joan made no reply.

You do know, said Robert.

Miss Hartley looked up with a sudden, careless laugh.

It sounds like a conundrum, she said, gayly. But it doesnt matter. I hope you will be lucky.

I intend to be, said Robert.

My hus  husband, said Joan, going very red, would probably use the word fate instead of luck.

It is a favourite word of my wifes, said Robert gravely. Ah, what a couple they would have made!

Who? inquired Joan, eying him in bewilderment.

My wife and your husband, said Robert. I believe they were made for each other.

Miss Hartley retreated in good order. I think you are talking nonsense, she said, with some dignity.

Yes, said Robert, with a smile. Ground-bait.

What? said Joan, in a startled voice.

Ground-bait.

Miss Hartley made an appeal to his better feelings. You are making my head ache, she said, pathetically. Im sure I dont know what you are talking about.

Mr. Vyner apologized, remarking that it was a common fault of young husbands to talk too much about their wives, and added, as an interesting fact, that he had only been married that afternoon. Miss Hartley turned a deaf ear.

He spread a little ground-bait  of a different kind  before Hartley during the next few days, and in a short time had arrived at a pretty accurate idea of the state of affairs. It was hazy and lacking in detail, but it was sufficient to make him give Laurel Lodge a wide berth for the time being, and to work still harder for that share in the firm which he had always been given to understand would be his. In the meantime he felt that Joans marriage de convenance was a comfortable arrangement for all parties concerned.

This was still his view of it as he sat in his office one afternoon about a couple of months after Captain Trimbletts departure. He had met Miss Hartley in the street the day before, and, with all due regard to appearances, he could not help thinking that she had been somewhat unnecessarily demure. In return she had gone away with three crushed fingers and a colour that was only partially due to exercise. He was leaning back in his chair thinking it over when his father entered.

Busy? inquired John Vyner.

Frightfully, said his son, unclasping his hands from the back of his head.

I have just been speaking to Hartley, said the senior partner, watching him keenly. I had a letter this morning from the Trimblett family.

Eh? said his son, staring.

From the eldest child  a girl named Jessie, replied the other. It appears that a distant cousin who has been in charge of them has died suddenly, and she is rather at a loss what to do. She wrote to me about sending the captains pay to her.

Yes, said his son, nodding; but what has Hartley got to do with it?

Do with it? repeated Mr. Vyner in surprised tones. I take it that he is in a way their grandfather.

Gran began his son, and sat gasping. Yes, of course, he said, presently, of course. I hadnt thought of that. Of course.

From his manner at first Hartley appeared to have forgotten it too, said Mr. Vyner, but he soon saw with me that the children ought not to be left alone. The eldest is only seventeen.

Robert tried to collect his thoughts. Yes, he said, slowly.

He has arranged for them to come and live with him, continued Mr. Vyner.

The upper part of his sons body disappeared with startling suddenness over the arm of his chair and a hand began groping blindly in search of a fallen pen. A dangerous rush of blood to the head was perceptible as he regained the perpendicular.

Was  was Hartley agreeable to that? he inquired, steadying his voice.

His father drew himself up in his chair. Certainly, he said, stiffly; he fell in with the suggestion at once. It ought to have occurred to him first. Besides the relationship, he and Trimblett are old friends. The captain is an old servant of the firm and his children must be looked after; they couldnt be left alone in London.

Its a splendid idea, said Robert splendid. By far the best thing that you could have done.

I have told him to write to the girl to-night, said Mr. Vyner. He is not sure that she knows of her fathers second marriage. And I have told him to take a day or two off next week and go up to town and fetch them. It will be a little holiday for him.

Quite a change for him, agreed Robert. Conscious of his fathers scrutiny, his face was absolutely unmoved and his voice easy. How many children are there?

Five, was the reply so she says in the letter. The two youngest are twins.

For the fraction of a second something flickered across the face of Robert Vyner and was gone.

Trimbletts second marriage was rather fortunate for them, he said, in a matter-of-fact voice.

He restrained his feelings until his father had gone, and then, with a gasp of relief, put his head on the table and gave way to them. Convulsive tremours assailed him, and hilarious sobs escaped at intervals from his tortured frame. Ejaculations of Joan! and Poor girl! showed that he was not entirely bereft of proper feeling.

His head was still between his arms upon the table and his body still shaking, when the door opened and Bassett entered the room and stood gazing at him in a state of mild alarm. He stood for a minute diagnosing the case, and then, putting down a handful of papers, crossed softly to the mantel-piece and filled a tumbler with water. He came back and touched the junior partner respectfully on the elbow.

Will you try and drink some of this, sir? he said, soothingly.

The startled Robert threw up his arm. There was a crash of glass, and Bassett, with his legs apart and the water streaming down his face, stood regarding him with owlish consternation. His idea that the junior partner was suffering from a species of fit was confirmed by the latter suddenly snatching his hat from its peg and darting wildly from the room.
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CHAPTER XXI

MRS. WILLETT sat in her small and over-furnished living-room in a state of open-eyed amazement. Only five minutes before she had left the room to look for a pair of shoes whose easiness was their sole reason for survival, and as a last hope had looked under Cecilias bed, and discovered the parcels. Three parcels all done up in brown paper and ready for the post, addressed in Cecilias handwriting to:  

Mrs. P. Truefitt,

Findlaters Private Hotel,

Finsbury Circus, London.

She smoothed her cap-strings down with trembling hands and tried to think. The autumn evening was closing in, but she made no attempt to obtain a light. Her mind was becoming active, and the shadows aided thought. At ten oclock her daughter, returning from Tranquil Vale, was surprised to find her still sitting in the dark.

Why, havent you had any supper? she inquired, lighting the gas.

I didnt want any, said her mother, blinking at die sudden light.

Miss Willett turned and pulled down the blinds. Then she came back, and, standing behind her mothers chair, placed a hand upon her shoulder.

It  it will be lonely for you when Ive gone, mother, she said, smoothing the old ladys lace collar.

Gone? repeated Mrs. Willett. Gone? Why, has that woman consented to go at last?

Miss Willett shrank back. No, she said, trembling, but

You cant marry till she does, said Mrs. Willett, gripping the arms of her chair. Not with my consent, at any rate. Remember that. Im not going to give way; she must.

Miss Willett said Yes, mother, in a dutiful voice, and then, avoiding her gaze, took a few biscuits from the sideboard.

Theres a difference between strength of mind and obstinacy, continued Mrs. Willett. Its obstinacy with her  sheer obstinacy; and I am not going to bow down to it  theres no reason why I should.

Miss Willett said No, mother.

If other people like to bow down to her, said Mrs. Willett, smoothing her dress over her knees, thats their look-out. But she wont get me doing it.

She went up to bed and lay awake half the night, and, rising late next morning in consequence, took advantage of her daughters absence to peer under the bed. The parcels had disappeared. She went downstairs, with her faded but alert old eyes watching Cecilias every movement.

When does Mr. Truefitt begin his holidays? she inquired, at last.

Miss Willett, who had been glancing restlessly at the clock, started violently.

To  to  to-day, she gasped.

Mrs. Willett said Oh!

I  I was going out with him at eleven  for a little walk, said her daughter, nervously. Just a stroll.

Mrs. Willett nodded. Do you good, she said, slowly. What are you going to wear?

Her daughter, still trembling, looked at her in surprise. This, she said, touching her plain brown dress.

Mrs. Willetts voice began to tremble. Its  its rather plain, she said. I like my daughter to be nicely dressed, especially when she is going out with her future husband. Go upstairs and put on your light green.

Miss Willett, paler than ever, gave a hasty and calculating glance at the clock and disappeared.

And your new hat, Mrs. Willett called after her.

She looked at the clock too, and then, almost as excited as her daughter, began to move restlessly about the room. Her hands shook, and going up to the glass over the mantel-piece she removed her spectacles and dabbed indignantly at her eyes. By the time Cecilia returned she was sitting in her favourite chair, a picture of placid and indifferent old age.

Thats better, she said, with an approving nod; much better.

She rose, and going up to her daughter rearranged her dress a little. You look very nice, dear, she paid, with a little cough. Mr. Truefitt ought to be proud of you. Good-by.
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Her daughter kissed her, and then, having got as far as the door, came back and kissed her again. She made a second attempt to depart, and then, conscience proving too much for her, uttered a stifled sob and came back to her mother.

Oh, I cant, she wailed; I cant.

Youll be late, said her mother, pushing her away. Good-by.

I cant, sobbed Miss Willett; I cant do it. Im  Im deceiving  

Yes, yes, said the old lady, hastily; tell me another time. Good-by.

She half led and half thrust her daughter to the door.

But, said the conscience-stricken Cecilia, you dont under

A walk will do you good, said her mother; and dont cry; try and look your best.

She managed to close the door on her, and her countenance cleared as she heard her daughter open the hall door and pass out. Standing well back in the room, she watched her to the gate, uttering a sharp exclamation of annoyance as Cecilia, with a woebegone shake of the head, turned and came up the path again. A loud tap at the window and a shake of the head were necessary to drive her off.

Mrs. Willett gave her a few minutes start, and then, in a state of extraordinary excitement, went upstairs and, with fingers trembling with haste, put on her bonnet and cape.

Youre not going out alone at this time o the morning, maam? said the old servant, as she came down again.

Just as far as the corner, Martha, said the old lady, craftily.

Id better come with you, said the other.

Certainly not, said Mrs. Willett. Im quite strong this morning. Go on with your stoves.

She took up her stick and, opening the door, astonished Martha by her nimbleness. At the gate she looked right and left, and for the first time in her life felt that there were too many churches in Salthaven. For several reasons, the chief being that Cecilias father lay in the churchyard, she decided to try St. Peters first, and, having procured a cab at the end of the road, instructed the cabman to drive to within fifty yards of the building and wait for her.

The church was open, and a peep through the swing-doors showed her a small group standing before the altar. With her hand on her side she hobbled up the stone steps to the gallery, and, helping herself along by the sides of the pews, entered the end one of them all and sank exhausted on the cushions.

The service had just commenced, and the voice of the minister sounded with unusual loudness in the empty church. Mr. Truefitt and Miss Willett stood before him like culprits, Mr. Truefitt glancing round uneasily several times as the service proceeded. Twice the old lavender-coloured bonnet that was projecting over the side of the gallery drew back in alarm, and twice its owner held her breath and rated herself sternly for her venturesomeness. She did not look over again until she heard a little clatter of steps proceeding to the vestry, and then, with a hasty glance round, slipped out of the pew and made her way downstairs and out of the church.

Her strength was nearly spent, but the cabman was on the watch, and, driving up to the entrance, climbed down and bundled her into the cab. The drive was all too short for her to compose herself as she would have liked, and she met the accusatory glance of Martha with but little of her old spirit.

I went a little too far, she said, feebly, as the servant helped her to the door.

What did I tell you? demanded the other, and placing her in her chair removed her bonnet and cape, and stood regarding her with sour disapproval.

Im getting better, said the old lady, stoutly.

Im getting my breath back again. I  I think Ill have a glass of wine.

Yes, m, said Martha, moving off. The red-currant?

Red-currant! said Mrs. Willett, sharply. Red-currant! Certainly not. The port.

Martha disappeared, marvelling, to return a minute or two later with the wine and a glass on a tray. Mrs. Willett filled her glass and, whispering a toast to herself, half emptied it.

Martha! she said, looking round with a smile.

Maam!

If you like to go and get a glass you can have a little drop yourself.
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She turned and took up her glass again, and, starting nervously, nearly let it fall as a loud crash sounded outside. The bewildered Martha had fallen downstairs.


CHAPTER XXII

JOAN HARTLEY did not realize the full consequences of her departure from the truth until the actual arrival of the Trimblett family, which, piloted by Mr. Hartley, made a triumphant appearance in a couple of station cabs. The roofs were piled high with luggage, and the leading cabman shared his seat with a brass-bound trunk of huge dimensions and extremely sharp corners.

A short, sturdy girl of seventeen jumped out as soon as the vehicles came to a halt, and, taking her stand on the curb, proceeded to superintend the unloading. A succession of hasty directions to the leading cabman, one of the most docile of men, ended in the performance of a marvellous piece of jugglery with the big trunk, which he first balanced for an infinitesimal period of time on his nose, and then caught with his big toe.
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What did you do that for? demanded Miss Trimblett, hotly.

There is a limit to the patience of every man, and the cabman was proceeding to tell her when he was checked by Mr. Hartley.

He ought to be locked up, said Miss Trimblett flushing.

She took up a band-box and joined the laden procession of boys and girls that was proceeding up the path to the house. Still red with indignation she was introduced to Joan, and, putting down the band-box, stood eying her with frank curiosity.

I thought you were older, she said at last. I had no idea father was married again until I got the letter. I shall call you Joan.

You had all better call me that, said Miss Hartley, hastily.

Never more surprised in my life, continued Miss Trimblett. However

She paused and looked about her.

This is George, she said, pulling forward a heavy-looking youth of sixteen. This is Ted; he is fourteen  small for his age  and these are the twins, Dolly and Gertrude; theyre eleven. Dolly has got red hair and Gerty has got the sweetest temper.

The family, having been introduced and then summarily dismissed by the arbitrary Jessie, set out on a tour of inspection, while the elders, proceeding upstairs, set themselves to solve a problem in sleeping accommodation that would have daunted the proprietor of a Margate lodging-house. A scheme was at last arranged by which Hartley gave up his bedroom to the three Misses Trimblett and retired to a tiny room under the tiles. Miss Trimblett pointed out that it commanded a fine view.

It is the only thing to be done, said Joan, softly.

It isnt very big for three, said Miss Trimblett, referring to her own room, but the twins wont be separated. Ive always been used to a room to myself, but I suppose it cant be helped for the present.

She went downstairs and walked into the garden. The other members of the family were already there, and Hartley, watching them from the dining-room window, raised his brows in anguish as he noticed the partiality of the twins for cut flowers.

It was, as he soon discovered, one of the smallest of the troubles that followed on his sudden increase of family. His taste in easy-chairs met with the warm approval of George Trimblett, and it was clear that the latter regarded the tobacco-jar as common property. The twins belongings  a joint-stock affair  occupied the most unlikely places in the house; and their quarrels were only exceeded in offensiveness by their noisy and uncouth endearments afterwards. Painstaking but hopeless attempts on the part of Miss Trimblett to teach Rosa her place added to the general confusion.

By the end of a month the Trimblett children were in full possession. George Trimblett, owing to the good offices of Mr. Vyner, senior, had obtained a berth in a shipping firm, but the others spent the days at home, the parties most concerned being unanimously of the opinion that it would be absurd to go to school before Christmas. They spoke with great fluency and good feeling of making a fresh start in the New Year.

Interesting children, said Robert Vyner, who had dropped in one afternoon on the pretext of seeing how they were getting on. I wish they were mine. I should be so proud of them.

Miss Hartley, who was about to offer him some tea, thought better of it, and, leaning back in her chair, regarded him suspiciously.

And, after all, what is a garden for? pursued Mr. Vyner, as a steady succession of thuds sounded outside, and Ted, hotly pursued by the twins, appeared abruptly in the front garden and dribbled a football across the flower-beds.

They are spoiling the garden, said Joan, flushing. Father is in despair.

Mr. Vyner shook his head indulgently. Girls will be girls, he said, glancing through the window at Gertrude, who had thrown herself on the ball and was being dragged round the garden by her heels. Im afraid you spoil them, though.

Miss Hartley did not trouble to reply.

I saw your eldest boy yesterday, at Marlings, continued the industrious Mr. Vyner. He is getting on pretty well; Marling tells me he is steady and quiet. I should think that he might be a great comfort to you in your old age.

In spite of the utmost efforts to prevent it, Miss Hartley began to laugh. Mr. Vyner regarded her in pained astonishment.

I didnt intend to be humorous, he said, with some severity. I am fond of children, and, unfortunately, I  I am childless.

He buried his face in his handkerchief, and, removing it after a decent interval, found that his indignant hostess was preparing to quit the room.

Dont go, he said, hastily. I havent finished yet.
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I havent got time to stay and talk nonsense, said Joan.

Im not going to, said Robert, but I want to speak to you. I have a confession to make.

Confession?

Mr. Vyner nodded with sad acquiescence. I deceived you grossly the other day, he said, and it has been worrying me ever since.

It doesnt matter, said Joan, with a lively suspicion of his meaning.

Pardon me, said Mr. Vyner, with solemn politeness, if I say that it does. I  I lied to you, and I have been miserable ever since.

Joan waited in indignant silence.

I told you that I was married, said Mr. Vyner, in thrilling tones. I am not.

Miss Hartley, who had seated herself, rose suddenly with a fair show of temper. You said you were not going to talk nonsense! she exclaimed.

I am not, said the other, in surprise. I am owning to a fault, making a clean breast of my sins, not without a faint hope that I am setting an example that will be beautifully and bountifully followed.

I have really got too much to do to stay here listening to nonsense, said Miss Hartley, vigorously.

I am a proud man, resumed Mr. Vyner, and what it has cost me to make this confession tongue cannot tell; but it is made, and I now, in perfect confidence  almost perfect confidence  await yours.

I dont understand you, said Joan, pausing, with her hand on the door.

Having repudiated my dear wife, said Mr. Vyner, sternly, I now ask, nay, demand, that you repudiate Captain Trimblett  and all his works, he added, as ear-splitting screams sounded from outside.

I wish   began Joan, in a low voice.

Yes? said Robert, tenderly.

That you would go.

Mr. Vyner started, and half rose to his feet. Then he thought better of it.

I thought at first that you meant it, he said, with a slight laugh.

I do mean it, said Joan, breathing quickly.

Robert rose at once. I am very sorry, he said, with grave concern. I did not think that you were taking my foolishness seriously.

I ought to be amused, I know, said Joan, bitterly. I ought to be humbly grateful to your father for having those children sent here. I ought to be flattered to think that he should remember my existence and make plans for my future.

He  he believes that you are married to Captain Trimblett, said Robert.

Fortunately for us, said Joan, dryly.

Do you mean, said Robert, regarding her fixedly, that my father arranged that marriage?

Joan bit her lip. No, she said at last.

He had something to do with it, persisted Robert. What was it?

Joan shook her head.

Well, Ill ask him about it, said Mr. Vyner.

Please dont, said the girl. It is my business.

You have said so much, said Robert, that you had better say more. Thats what comes of losing your temper. Sit down and tell me all about it, please.

Joan shook her head again.

You are not angry with me? said Mr. Vyner.

No.

Thats all right, then, said Robert, cheerfully. That encourages me to go to still further lengths. Youve got to tell me all about it. I forgot to tell you, but Im a real partner in the firm now. Ive got a hard and fast share in the profits  had it last Wednesday; since when I have already grown two inches. In exchange for this confidence I await yours. You must speak a little louder if you want me to hear.

I didnt say anything, said the girl.

You are wasting time, then, said Robert, shaking his head. And that eldest girl of yours may come in at any moment.

Despite her utmost efforts Miss Hartley failed to repress a smile; greatly encouraged, Mr. Vyner placed a chair for her and took one by her side.

Tell me everything, and I shall know where we are, he said, in a low voice.

I would rather began Miss Hartley.

Yes, I know, interrupted Mr. Vyner, with great gravity; but we were not put into this world to please ourselves. Try again.

Miss Hartley endeavoured to turn the conversation, but in vain. In less than ten minutes, with a little skilful prompting, she had told him all.

I didnt think that it was quite so bad as that, said Robert, going very red. I am very sorry  very. I cant think what my father was about, and I suppose, in the first place, that it was my fault.

Yours? exclaimed Joan.

For not displaying more patience, said Robert, slowly. But I was afraid of  of being forestalled.

Miss Hartley succeeded in divesting her face of every atom of expression. Robert Vyner gazed at her admiringly.

I am glad that you understand me, he murmured. It makes things easier for me. I dont suppose that you have the faintest idea how shy and sensitive I really am.

Miss Hartley, without even troubling to look at him, said that she was quite sure she had not.

Nobody has, said Robert, shaking his head, but I am going to make a fight against it. I am going to begin now. In the first place I want you not to think too hardly of my father. He has been a very good father to me. We have never had a really nasty word in our lives.

I hope you never will have, said Joan, with some significance.

I hope not, said Robert; but in any case I want to tell you

Miss Hartley snatched away the hand he had taken, and with a hasty glance at the door retreated a pace or two from him.

What is the matter? he inquired, in a low voice.

Miss Hartleys eyes sparkled.

My eldest daughter has just come in, she said, demurely. I think you had better go.


CHAPTER XXIII

MRS. CHINNERY received the news of her brothers marriage with a calmness that was a source of considerable disappointment and annoyance to her friends and neighbours. To begin with, nobody knew how it had reached her, and several worthy souls who had hastened to her, hot-foot, with what they had fondly deemed to be exclusive information had some difficulty in repressing their annoyance. Their astonishment was increased a week later on learning that she had taken a years lease of No. 9, Tranquil Vale, which had just become vacant, and several men had to lie awake half the night listening to conjectures as to where she had got the money.

Most of the furniture at No. 5 was her own, and she moved it in piecemeal. Captain Sellers, who had his own ideas as to why she was coming to live next door to him, and was somewhat flattered in consequence, volunteered to assist, and, being debarred by deafness from learning that his services were refused, caused intense excitement by getting wedged under a dressing-table on the stairs.
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To inquiries as to how he got there, the captain gave but brief replies, and those of an extremely sailorly description, the whole of his really remarkable powers being devoted for the time being to the question of how he was to get out. He was released at length by a man and a saw, and Mrs. Chinnery, as soon as she could speak, gave him a pressing invitation to take home with him any particular piece of the table for which he might have a fancy.

He was back next morning with a glue-pot, and divided his time between boiling it up on the kitchen stove and wandering about the house in search of things to stick. Its unaccountable disappearance during his absence in another room did much to mar the harmony of an otherwise perfect day. First of all he searched the house from top to bottom; then, screwing up his features, he beckoned quietly to Mrs. Chinnery.

I hadnt left it ten seconds, he said, mysteriously. I went into the front room for a bit of stick, and when I went back it had gone  vanished. I was never more surprised in my life.

Dont bother me, said Mrs. Chinnery. Ive got enough to do.

Eh?

Mrs. Chinnery, who was hot and flustered, shook her head at him.

Its a very odd thing, said Captain Sellers, shaking his head. I never lost a glue-pot before in my life  never. Do you know anything about that charwoman thats helping you?

Yes, of course, said Mrs. Chinnery.

The captain put his hand to his ear.

Yes, of course.

I dont like her expression, said Captain Sellers, firmly. Im a very good judge of faces, and theres a look, an artful look, about her eyes that I dont like. Its my belief shes got my glue-pot stowed about her somewhere; and Im going to search her.

You get out of my house, cried the overwrought Mrs. Chinnery.

Not without my glue-pot, said Captain Sellers, hearing for once. Take that woman upstairs and search her. A glue-pot  a hot glue-pot  cant go without hands.

Frail in body but indomitable in spirit he confronted the accused, who, having overheard his remarks, came in and shook her fist in his face and threatened him with the terrors of the law.

A glue-pot cant go without hands, he said, obstinately. If you had asked me for a little you could have had it, and welcome; but you had no business to take it.

Take it! vociferated the accused. What good do you think it would be to me? Ive ad eleven children and two husbands, and Ive never been accused of stealing a glue-pot before. Where do you think I could put it?

I dont know. said the captain, as soon as he understood. Thats what Im curious about. You go upstairs with Mrs. Chinnery, and if she dont find that youve got that glue-pot concealed on you, I shall be very much surprised. Why not own up the truth before you scald yourself?

Instead of going upstairs the charwoman went to the back door and sat on the step to get her breath, and, giving way to a sense of humour which had survived the two husbands and eleven children, wound up with a strong fit of hysterics. Captain Sellers, who watched through the window as she was being taken away, said that perhaps it was his fault for putting temptation in her way.

Mrs. Chinnery tried to keep her door fast next morning, but it was of no use. The captain was in and out all day, and, having found a tin of green paint and a brush among his stores, required constant watching. The day after Mrs. Chinnery saw her only means of escape, and at nine oclock in the morning, with fair words and kind smiles, sent him into Salthaven for some picture-cord. He made four journeys that day. He came back from the last in a butchers cart, and having handed Mrs. Chinnery the packet of hooks and eyes, for which he had taken a months wear out of his right leg, bade her a hurried good-night and left for home on the arm of the butcher.

He spent the next day or two in an easy-chair by the fire, but the arrival of Mrs. Willett to complete the furnishing of No. 5 from her own surplus stock put him on his legs again. As an old neighbour and intimate friend of Mr. Truefitts he proffered his services, and Mrs. Willett, who had an old-fashioned belief in man, accepted them. His one idea  the pot of paint being to him like a penny in a schoolboys pocket  was to touch things up a bit; Mrs. Willetts idea was for him to help hang pictures and curtains.

The steps are so rickety they are only fit for a man, she screamed in his ear. Martha has been over with them twice already.

Captain Sellers again referred to the touching-up properties of green paint. Mrs. Willett took it from him, apparently for the purpose of inspection, and he at once set out in search of the glue-pot.

Well do the curtains downstairs first, she said to Martha. Upstairs can wait.

The captain spent the morning on the steps, his difficulties being by no means lessened by the tremolo movement which Martha called steadying them. Twice he was nearly shaken from his perch like an over-ripe plum, but all went well until they were hanging the curtains in the best bed-room, when Martha, stooping to recover a dropped ring, shut the steps up like a pair of compasses.
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The captain, who had hold of the curtains at the time, brought them down with him, and lay groaning on the floor. With the help of her mistress, who came hurrying up on hearing the fall, Martha got him on to the bed and sent for the doctor.

How do you feel? inquired Mrs. Willett, eying him anxiously.

Bad, said the captain, closing his eyes. Every bone in my body is broken, I believe. It feels like it.

Mrs. Willett shook her head and sought for words to reassure him. Keep your spirits up, she said, encouragingly. Dont forget that: Theres a sweet little cherub that sits up aloft to look after the life of poor Jack.

Captain Sellers opened his eyes and regarded her fixedly. He wouldnt ha been sitting there long if that fool Martha had been holding the steps, he said, with extraordinary bitterness.

He closed his eyes again and refused to speak until the doctor came. Then, having been stripped and put to bed for purposes of examination, he volunteered information as to his condition which twice caused the doctor to call him to order.

You ought to be thankful its no worse, he said, severely.

The captain sniffed. When youve done pinching my leg, he said, disagreeably, Ill put it back into bed again.

The doctor relinquished it at once, and, standing by the bed, regarded him thoughtfully.

Well, youve had a shock, he said at last, and you had better stay in bed for a few days.

Not here, said Mrs. Willett, quickly. My daughter and her husband will be home in a day or two.

The doctor looked thoughtful again; then he bent and spoke in the captains ear.

We are going to move you to your own house, he said.

No, youre not, said the other, promptly.

Youll be more comfortable there, urged the doctor.

Im not going to be moved, said Captain Sellers, firmly. It might be fatal. I had a chap once  fell from aloft  and after hed been in the saloon for a day or two I had him carried forard, and he died on the way. And he wasnt nearly as bad as I am.

Well, well see how you are to-morrow, said the doctor, with a glance at Mrs. Willett.

I shall be worse to-morrow, said the captain, cheerfully. But I dont want to give any trouble. Send my housekeeper in to look after me. She can sleep in the next room.

They argued with him until his growing deafness rendered argument useless. A certain love of change and excitement would not be denied. Captain Sellers, attended by his faithful housekeeper, slept that night at No. 5, and awoke next morning to find his prognostications as to his condition fully confirmed.

Im aching all over, he said to Mrs. Willett. I cant bear to be touched.

Youll have to be moved to your own house, said Mrs. Chinnery, who had come in at Mrs. Willetts request to see what could be done. We expect my brother home in a day or two.

Let him come, said the captain, feebly. I shant bite him.

But youre in his bed, said Mrs. Chinnery.

Eh?

In his bed, screamed Mrs. Chinnery.

I shant bite him, repeated the captain.

But he cant sleep with you, said Mrs. Chinnery, red with loud speaking.

I dont want him to, said Captain Sellers. Ive got nothing against him, and, in a general way of speaking, Im not what could be called a particular man  but I draw the line.

Mrs. Chinnery went downstairs hastily and held a council of war with Mrs. Willett and Martha. It was decided to wait for the doctor, but the latter, when he came, could give no assistance.

Hes very sore and stiff, he said, thoughtfully, but its nothing serious. Its more vanity than anything else; he likes being made a fuss of and being a centre of attraction. Hes as tough as leather, and the most difficult old man I have ever encountered.

Is he quite right in his head? demanded Mrs. Chinnery, hotly.

The doctor pondered. Hes a little bit childish, but his head will give more trouble to other people than to himself, he said at last. Be as patient with him as you can, and if you can once persuade him to get up, perhaps he will consent to be moved.

Mrs. Chinnery, despite a naturally hot temper, did her best, but in vain. Mrs. Willett was promptly denounced as a murderess, and the captain, holding forth to one or two callers, was moved almost to tears as he reflected upon the ingratitude and hardness of woman. An account of the accident in the Salthaven Gazette, which described him as lying at deaths door, was not without its effect in confining him to Mr. Truefitts bed.

The latter gentleman and his wife, in blissful ignorance of the accident, returned home on the following evening. Mrs. Willett and Mrs. Chinnery, apprised by letter, were both there to receive them, and the former, after keeping up appearances in a stately fashion for a few minutes, was finally persuaded to relent and forgive them both. After which, Mrs. Truefitt was about to proceed upstairs to take off her things, when she was stopped by Mrs. Chinnery.

There  there is somebody in your room, said the latter.

In my room? said Mrs. Truefitt, in a startled voice.

We couldnt write to you, said Mrs. Willett, with a little shade of reproach in her voice, because you didnt give us your address. Captain Sellers had an accident and is in your bed.

Who? said the astounded Mr. Truefitt. What!

Mrs. Willett, helped by Mrs. Chinnery, explained the affair to him; Mr. Truefitt, with the exception of a few startled ejaculations, listened in sombre silence.

Well, we must use the next room for to-night, he said at last, and Ill have him out first thing in the morning.

His housekeeper sleeps there, said Mrs. Willett, shaking her head.

And a niece of hers, who helps her with him, in the little room, added Mrs. Chinnery.

Mr. Truefitt got up and walked about the room. Broken remarks about a nice home-coming and galvanized mummies escaped him at intervals. Mrs. Willett endured it for ten minutes, and then, suddenly remembering what was due to a mother-in-law, made a successful intervention. In a somewhat subdued mood they sat down to supper.

The Truefitts slept at Mrs. Willetts that night, but Mr. Truefitt was back first thing next morning to take possession of his own house. He found Captain Sellers, propped up with pillows, eating his breakfast, and more than dubious as to any prospects of an early removal.

Better wait a week or two and see how I go on, he said, slowly. I shant give any trouble.

But you are giving trouble, shouted the fuming Mr. Truefitt. Youre an absolute nuisance. If it hadnt been for your officiousness it wouldnt have happened.

The captain put his plate aside and drew himself up in the bed.

Get out of my room, he said, in a high, thin voice.

You get out of my bed, shouted the incensed Mr. Truefitt. Ill give you ten minutes to dress yourself and get out of my house. If youre not out by then, Ill carry you out.

He waited downstairs for a quarter of an hour, and then, going to the bed-room again, discovered that the door was locked. Through the keyhole the housekeeper informed him that it was the captains orders, and begged him to go away as the latter was now having his mornings nap.

Captain Sellers left with flags flying and drums beating three days later. To friends and neighbours generally he confided the interesting fact that his departure was hastened by a nightly recurring dream of being bitten by sharks.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE news that Mrs. Chinnery had taken a house of her own and was anxious to let rooms, gave Robert Vyner an idea which kept him busy the whole of an evening. First of all he broached it to Hartley, but finding him divided between joy and nervousness he took the matter into his own hands and paid a visit to Tranquil Vale; the result of which he communicated with some pride to Joan Hartley the same afternoon.

It was my own idea entirely, he said with a feeble attempt to conceal a little natural pride. Some people would call it an inspiration. Directly I heard that Mrs. Chinnery was anxious to let rooms I thought of your children  I mentioned the idea to your father and escaped an embrace by a hairs breadth. I was prepared to remind him that Absence makes the heart grow fonder and to follow it up with Distance lends enchantment to the view; but it was unnecessary. It will be a great thing for Mrs. Chinnery.

Miss Hartley looked thoughtful.

And you, said Robert reproachfully.

If father is satisfied began Miss Hartley.

Satisfied is a cold and inadequate word, said Robert. He was delighted. He could not have been more pleased if I had told him that the entire five had succumbed to an attack of croup. I left my work to look after itself to come and give you the news.

You are very kind, said Joan, after some consideration.

It is a good thing for all concerned, said Robert. It is a load off my mind. The last time I was here, I was interrupted at a most critical moment by the entrance of Miss Trimblett.

And now, instead of coming here to see them, you will have to go to Mrs. Chinnerys, said Joan.

When I want to, said Mr. Vyner with a forced smile, as the twins came rushing into the room. Yes.

The exodus took place three days afterward to the entire satisfaction of all concerned. Tranquil Vale alone regarded the advent of the newcomers with a certain amount of uneasiness, the joy of Ted and the twins when they found that there was a river at the bottom of the garden, threatening to pass all bounds. In a state of wild excitement they sat on the fence and waved to passing craft, until in an attempt to do justice to a larger ship than usual, Miss Gertrude Trimblett waved herself off the fence on to the stones of the foreshore below.

[image: img202.jpg]

Captain Sellers, who had been looking on with much interest, at once descended and rendered first aid. It was the first case he had had since he had left the sea, but, after a careful examination, he was able to assure the sufferer that she had broken her right leg in two places. The discovery was received with howls of lamentation from both girls, until Dolly blinded with tears, happened to fall over the injured limb and received in return such hearty kicks from it that the captain was compelled to reconsider his diagnosis, and after a further examination discovered that it was only bent. In quite a professional manner he used a few technical terms that completely covered his discomfiture.

It was the beginning of a friendship which Tranquil Vale did its best to endure with fortitude, and against which Mrs. Chinnery fought in vain. In the company of Ted and the twins Captain Sellers renewed his youth. Together they discovered the muddiest places on the foreshore, and together they borrowed a neighbours boat and sailed down the river in quest of adventures. With youth at the prow and dim-sighted age at the helm, they found several. News of their doings made Hartley congratulate himself warmly on their departure.

Mrs. Chinnery is just the woman to manage them, he said to Joan, and Truefitt tells me that having children to look after has changed her wonderfully.

Miss Hartley, with a little shiver, said she could quite understand it.

I mean for the better, said her father, he said she is getting quite young and jolly again. And he told me that young Saunders is there a great deal. Miss Hartley raised her eyebrows in mute interrogation.

He pretends that he goes to see George, said her father, dropping his voice, but Truefitt thinks that it is Jessie. I suppose Trimblett wont mind; he always thought a lot of Saunders. I dont know whether you ought to interfere.

Certainly not, said Joan flushing. What has it got to do with me?

Well, I just mentioned it, said Hartley, although I suppose Mrs. Chinnery is mostly responsible while they are with her. I am writing to tell Trimblett that the children are at Tranquil Vale. When he comes back perhaps, he will make other arrangements.

Very likely, said his daughter abruptly, or perhaps he will marry Mrs. Chinnery.

Mr. Hartley, who was at supper, put down his knife and fork and sat eying her in very natural amazement. Marry Mrs. Chinnery? he gasped, but how can he?

I mean, said Joan with a sudden remembrance of the state of affairs, I mean if anything should happen to me.

Mr. Hartley finished his supper and drawing his chair up to the fire sat smoking in thoughtful silence.

And if anything happens to Trimblett perhaps you will marry again, he said at last.

Miss Hartley shook her head. I am not afraid, she said ambiguously.

Her confidence was put to the test less than a fortnight later by an unexpected visit from Mr. Robert Vyner, who, entering the room in a somewhat breathless condition, accepted a chair and sat gazing at her with an air of mysterious triumph.

Im the bearer of important news, he announced. Dispatches from the front. Youll hear all about it from your father when he comes home, but I wanted to be the first with it.

What is the matter? inquired Joan.

Mr. Vyner looked shocked. All important news, good or bad, should be broken gently, he said reproachfully. Do you know any Scotch?

Scotch! said the mystified Miss Hartley.

Mr. Vyner nodded. The best laid schemes o mice and men gang oft agley, he quoted in a thrilling voice. Do you understand that?

Ill wait till father comes home, announced Miss Hartley, with some decision.

There are other quotations bearing on the matter in hand, said Mr. Vyner, thoughtfully, but I have forgotten them. At present I am thinking of you to the utter exclusion of everything else. Not that that is anything unusual. Far from it. To cut a long story short, Captain Trimblett has been left behind at San Francisco with malaria, and the mate has taken the ship on.

Miss Hartley gave a little cry of concern.

He has had it before, said Mr. Vyner composedly, but he seems to have got it bad this time, and when he is fit enough, he is coming home. Now what are you going to do?

Poor Captain Trimblett, said Joan. I am so sorry.

What are you going to do? repeated Mr. Vyner, impressively. His children are at Salthaven, and he will live here because my father and I had practically decided to give him the berth of ships husband after this voyage. He will have it a little sooner, thats all. Appropriate berth for a marrying man like that, isnt it? Sounds much more romantic than marine superintendent.

I made sure that he would be away for at least two years, said Joan, regarding him helplessly.

There is nothing certain in this world, said Mr. Vyner, sedately. You should have thought of that before. The whole thing is bound to come out now. There are only two courses open to you. You might marry Captain Trimblett in reality

What is the other? inquired Joan, as he paused.

The other, said Mr. Vyner slowly and lowering his voice, the other stands before you. All he can urge in his favour is, that he is younger than Trimblett, and, as I have said on another occasion, with  

If there is nothing more than that in his favour   said Joan turning away.

Nothing, said Robert, humbly, unless

Unless what?

Unless you know of anything.

Joan Hartley, her gaze still averted, shook her head.

Still, said Mr. Vyner, with an air of great thoughtfulness, a paragon would be awful to live with. Awful. Fancy marrying Bassett for instance! Fancy being married to a man you could never find fault with.

There is a third course open to me, said Joan, turning round. I could go away.

Mr. Vyner got up slowly and took a step toward her. Would you  would you sooner go away than stay with me? he said in a low voice.

I  I dont want to go away, said Joan after a long pause.

Mr. Vyner took two more steps.

Im so fond of Salthaven, added Joan hastily.

So am I, said Robert. It seems to me that we have a lot of ideas in common. Dont you think it would simplify matters if you stayed at Salthaven and married me?

Joan eyed him gravely. I dont think it would simplify matters with your father, she said, slowly.

Mr. Vyners fourth and last step took him to her chair.

Is that your only objection? he murmured, bending over her.

I might think of others  in time, said Joan.

Mr. Vyner bent a little lower, but so slowly that Miss Hartley was compelled to notice it. She got up suddenly and confronted him. He took both her hands in his, but so gently that she offered no resistance.

That is a bargain, he said, trying to steady his voice. I will soon arrange matters with my father.

Joan smiled faintly and shook her head.

Youll see, said Robert confidently. Ive been a good son to him, and he knows it. And I always have had my own way. Im not going to alter now. It wouldnt be good for him.

You are holding my hands, said Joan.

I know, said Mr. Vyner. I like it.

He released them reluctantly and stood looking at her. Miss Hartley after a brave attempt to meet his gaze, lowered her eyes. For a time neither of them spoke.

Im as bad as Trimblett, said Robert at last. I am beginning to believe in fate. It is my firm opinion that we were intended for each other. I cant imagine marrying anybody else, can you?

Miss Hartley, still looking down, made no reply.


CHAPTER XXV

ROBERT VYNER walked home slowly, trying as he went to evolve a scheme which should in the first place enable him to have his own way, and, in the second to cause as little trouble as possible to everybody. As a result of his deliberations he sought his father, whom he found enjoying a solitary cup of tea, and told him that he had been to Hartleys with the news of Captain Trimbletts illness. He added casually that Mrs. Trimblett was looking remarkably well. And he spoke feelingly of the pleasure afforded to all right-minded people at being able to carry a little sympathy and consolation into the homes of the afflicted.

Mr. Vyner senior sipped his tea. She has got her father and the children if she wants sympathy, he said gruffly.

Robert shook his head. Its not quite the same thing, he said gravely.

The children ought to be with her, said his father. I never understood why they should have gone to Mrs. Chinnery; still thats not my affair.

It was to assist Mrs. Chinnery for one thing, said Robert. And besides they were awfully in the way.

He heard his father put his tea-cup down and felt, rather than saw, that he was gazing at him with some intentness. With a pre-occupied air he rose and left the room.

Satisfied with the impression he had made, he paid another visit to Hartleys on the day following and then, despite Joans protests, became an almost daily visitor. His assurance that they were duty visits paid only with a view to their future happiness only served to mystify her. The fact that Hartley twice plucked up courage to throw out hints as to the frequency of his visits, and the odd glances with which his father favoured him, satisfied him that he was in the right path.

For a fortnight he went his way unchecked, and, apparently blind to the growing stiffness, of his father every time the subject was mentioned, spoke freely of Mrs. Trimblett and the beautiful resignation with which she endured her husbands misfortunes. His father listened for the most part in silence, until coming at last to the conclusion, that there was nothing to be gained by that policy he waited until his wife had left the dining-room one evening and ventured a solemn protest.

She is a very nice girl, said the delighted Robert.

Just so, said his father, leaning toward a candle and lighting his cigar, although perhaps that is hardly the way to speak of a married woman.

And we have been friends for a long time, said Robert.

Mr. Vyner coughed dryly.

Just so, he said again.

Why shouldnt I go and see her when I like? said Robert, after a pause.

She is another mans wife, said his father, and it is a censorious world.

Robert Vyner looked down at the cloth. If she were not, I suppose there would be some other objection? he said gloomily.

Mr. Vyner laid his cigar on the side of a plate and drew himself up. My boy, he said impressively, I dont think I deserve that. Both your mother and myself would  ha  always put your happiness before our own private inclinations.

He picked up his cigar again and placing it in his mouth looked the personification of injured fatherhood.

Do you mean, said Robert, slowly, do you mean that if she were single you would be willing for me to marry her?

It is no good discussing that, said Mr. Vyner with an air of great consideration.

But would you? persisted his son.

Mr. Vyner was a very truthful man as a rule, but there had been instances  he added another.

Yes, he said with a slight gasp.

Robert sprang up with a haste that overturned his coffee, and seizing his fathers hand shook it with enthusiasm. Mr. Vyner somewhat affected, responded heartily.

Anything possible for you, Bob, he said, fervently, but this is impossible.

His son looked at him. I have never known you to go back on your word, he said emphatically.

I never have, said Mr. Vyner.

Your word is your bond, said Robert smiling at him. And now I want to tell you something.

Well, said the other, regarding him with a little uneasiness.

She is not married, said Robert, calmly.

Mr. Vyner started up and his cigar fell unheeded to the floor.
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What! he said, loudly.

She is not married, repeated his son.

Mr. Vyner sank back in his chair again and looking round mechanically for his cigar, found it tracing a design on the carpet.

D   n, he said fervently, as he stooped to remove it. He tossed it in his plate and leaning back glared at his son.

Do you mean that she didnt marry Trimblett? he inquired in a trembling voice.

Yes.

Mr. Vyner drew the cigar-box toward him and selecting a cigar with great care, nipped off the end and, having lighted it, sat smoking in silence.

This is very extraordinary, he said at last watching his sons eyes.

I suppose she had a reason, said Robert in a matter-of-fact voice.

Mr. Vyner winced. He began to realize the state of affairs and sat trembling in impotent. Then he rose and paced up and down. He thought of his veiled threats to Hartley, the idea that his son should know of them added his anger.

You are of full age, he said bitterly, and have your own income  now.

Robert flushed and then turned pale.

I will give that up if you wish, provided youll retain Hartley, he said, quietly.

Mr. Vyner continued his perambulation smoked furiously and muttered something forcing conditions upon him.

I cant leave Hartley in the lurch, said he quietly. Its not his fault. I can look to myself.

Mr. Vyner stopped and regarded him. Dont be a fool, he said, shortly. If it wasnt for mother

His son repressed a smile by an effort and feel more at ease. One of Mrs. Vyners privileges was to serve as an excuse for any display of weakness of which her husband might be guilty.

This pretended marriage will be a further scandal, said Mr. Vyner, frowning. What are you going to tell people?

Nothing, said Robert.

Do you think it is conducive to discipline to marry the daughter of my chief clerk? continued his father.

Robert shook his head.

No, he said, decidedly. I have been thinking of that. It would be better to give him a small interest in the firm  equal to his salary, say.

Well aware of the uses of physical exercise at moments of mental stress, Mr. Vyner started on his walk again. He began to wonder whether, after all, he ought to consider his wifes feelings in the matter.

She is a very nice girl, said Robert, after watching him for some time. I wish you knew her.

Mr. Vyner waved the remark away with a large impatient hand.

She declines to marry me against your wishes, continued his son, but now that you have given your consent

The room suddenly became too small for Mr. Vyner. He passed out into the hall and a few seconds later his son heard the library door close with an eloquent bang. He shrugged his shoulders and lighting a cigarette sat down to wait. He was half-way through his third cigarette when the door opened and his father came into the room again.

I have been talking to your mother, said Mr. Vyner, in a stately fashion. She is very much upset, of course. Very. She is not strong, and I  ha  we came to the conclusion that you must do as you please.

He stepped to the table and with a trembling hand helped himself to a whiskey and soda. Robert took up a glass with a little claret in it.

Success to the young couple, he said cheerfully.

Mr. Vyner paused with the glass at his lips and eyed him indignantly. Then with a wooden expression of face  intended possibly to suggest that he had not heard  took a refreshing drink. He placed the glass on the table and turned to see his sons outstretched hand.


CHAPTER XXVI

CAPTAIN TRIMBLETT was back again in his old quarters, and already so much improved in health that he was able to repel with considerable vigor the many inquirers who were anxious to be put in possession of the real facts concerning his pretended marriage. It was a subject on which the captain was dumb, but in some mysterious fashion it came to be understood that it was a device on the part of a self-sacrificing and chivalrous ship-master to save Miss Hartley from the attentions of a determined admirer she had met in London. It was the version sanctioned  if not invented  by Mr. Robert Vyner.

It was a source of some little protestation of spirit to Miss Jelks that the captain had been brought home by his faithful boatswain. Conduct based on an idea of two years absence had to be suddenly and entirely altered. She had had a glimpse of them both on the day of their arrival, but the fact that Mr. Walters was with his superior officer, and that she was with Mr. Filer, prevented her from greeting him.

In the wrath of his dismissal Mr. Filer met him more than half-way.

Somebody ad to look arter im, said Mr. Walters, referring to the captain, as he sat in Rosas kitchen the following evening, and he always ad a liking for me. Besides which I wanted to get ome and see you.

You have got it bad, said Rosa with a gratified titter.

Look arter you, I ought to ha said, retorted Mr. Walters, glowering at her, and from wot I hear from Bassett, its about time I did.

Ho! said Miss Jelks, taking a deep breath. Ho, really!

I had it out of im this morning, continued Mr. Walters, eying her sternly; I waited for im as he come out of his ouse. He didnt want to tell me at first, but when he found as ow hed been late for the office if he didnt, he thought better of it.

Miss Jelks leaned back in her chair with a ladylike sneer upon her expressive features.

Ill Bassett him, she said slowly.

And Ill Filer him, said Mr. Walters, not to be outdone in the coining of verbs.

Its a pity he dont say them things to my face, said Rosa, Id soon let him know.

Hes going to, said the boatswain readily. I said wed meet him on Sunday arternoon by Keggs boat-house. Then well see wot youve got to say for yourself. Shut that door Dye want to freeze me!

Ill shut it when youre gone, said Rosa calmly. Make haste, else I shall catch cold. Ill go with you on Sunday afternoon  just so as you can beg my pardon  and after that I dont want anything more to do with you. Youd try the temper of a saint, you would.

Mr. Walters looked round the warm and comfortable kitchen, and his face fell. I aint going to judge you till Ive heard both sides, he said slowly, and then seeing no signs of relenting in Rosas face, passed out into the black night.

He walked down to the rendezvous on Sunday afternoon with a well-dressed circle. Miss Jelks only spoke to him once, and that was when he trod on her dress. A nipping wind stirred the surface of the river, and the place was deserted except for the small figure of Bassett sheltering under the lee of the boat-house. He came to meet them and raising a new bowler hat stood regarding Miss Jelks with an expression in which compassion and judicial severity were pretty evenly combined.

Tell me, afore her, wot you told me the other day, said Mr. Walters, plunging at once into business.

I would rather not, said Bassett, adjusting his spectacles and looking from one to the other, but in pursuance of my promise, I have no alternative.

Fire away, commanded the boatswain.

Bassett coughed, and then in a thin but firm voice complied. The list of Miss Jelkss misdeeds was a long one, and the day was cold, but he did not miss a single item. Miss Jelks, eying him with some concern as he proceeded, began to think he must have eyes at the back of his head. The boatswain, whose colour was deepening as he listened, regarded her with a lurid eye.

And you believe it all, said Rosa, turning to him with a pitying smile as Bassett concluded his tale. Why dont he go on; he aint finished yet.

Wot! said Mr. Walters with energy.

He aint told you about making love to me yet, said Rosa.

I didnt, said the youth. I shouldnt think of doing such a thing. It was all a mistake of yours.

Miss Jelks uttered a cruel laugh. Ask him whether he followed me like a pet dog, she said turning to the astonished boatswain. Ask him if he didnt say he loved the ground my feet trod on. Ask him if he wanted to take me to Marsham Fair and cried because I wouldnt go.

Eh? gasped the boatswain, staring at the bewildered Bassett

Ask him if he didnt go down on his knees to me in Pringles Lane one day  a muddy day  and ask me to be his, continued the unscrupulous Rosa. Ask him if he didnt say I was throwing myself away on a wooden-headed boatswain with bandy legs.

Bandy wot? ejaculated the choking Mr. Walters, as he bestowed an involuntary glower at the limbs in question.

I can assure you I never said so, said Bassett; earnestly. I never noticed before that they were bandy. And I never

An enormous fist held just beneath his nose stopped him in mad career.
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If you was only three foot taller and six or seven stone eavier, said the palpitating boatswain, I should know wot to do with you.

I assure you began Bassett.

If you say another word, declared Mr. Walters, in grating accents, Ill take you by the scruff of your little neck and drop you in the river. And if you tell any more lies about my young woman to a living soul Ill tear you limb from limb, and box your ears arter-wards.

With a warning shake of the head at the gasping Bassett he turned to Miss Jelks, but that injured lady, with her head at an alarming angle, was already moving away. Even when he reached her side she seemed unaware of his existence, and it was not until the afternoon was well advanced that she deigned to take the slightest notice of his abject apologies.

Its being at sea and away from you that does it, he said humbly.

And a nasty jealous temper, added Miss Jelks.

Im going to try for a shore-berth, said her admirer. I spoke to Mr. Vyner  the young one  about it yesterday, and hes going to see wot he can do for me. If I get that I shall be a different man.

Hed do anything for Miss Joan, said the mollified Rosa thoughtfully, and if you behave yourself and conquer your wicked jealous nature I might put in a word for you with her myself.

Mr. Walters thanked her warmly and with a natural anxiety regarding his future prospects, paid frequent visits to learn what progress she was making. He haunted the kitchen with the persistency of a blackbeetle, and became such a nuisance at last that Miss Hartley espoused his cause almost with enthusiasm.

He is very much attached to Rosa, but he takes up a lot of her time, she said to Robert Vyner as they were on their way one evening to Tranquil Vale to pay a visit to Captain Trimblett.

Ill get him something for Rosas sake, said Robert, softly. I shall never forget that she invited me to breakfast when her mistress would have let me go empty away. Do you remember?

I remember wondering whether you were going to stay all day, said Joan.

It never occurred to me, said Mr. Vyner in tones of regret. Im afraid you must have thought me very neglectful.

They walked on happily through the dark, cold night until the lighted windows of Tranquil Vale showed softly in the blackness. There was a light in the front room of No. 5, and the sound of somebody moving hurriedly about followed immediately upon Mr. Vyners knock. Then the door opened and Captain Trimblett stood before them.

Come in, he said heartily. Come in, Im all alone this evening.

He closed the door behind them, and, while Mr. Vyner stood gazing moodily at the mound on the table which appeared to have been hastily covered up with a rather soiled towel, placed a couple of easy chairs by the fire. Mr. Vyner, with his eyes still on the table, took his seat slowly, and then transferring his regards to Captain Trimblett, asked him in a stern vein what he was smiling at Joan for.

She smiled at me first, said the captain.

Mr. Vyner shook his head at both of them, and at an offer of a glass of beer looked so undecided that the captain, after an uneasy glance at the table, which did not escape Mr. Vyner, went to the kitchen to procure some.

I wonder, said Robert musingly, as he turned to the table, I wonder if it would be bad manners to

Yes, said Joan, promptly.

Mr. Vyner sighed and tried to peer under a corner of the towel. I can see a saucer, he announced, excitedly.

Miss Hartley rose and pointing with a rigid fore-finger at her own chair, changed places with him.

You want to see yourself, declared Mr. Vyner.

Miss Hartley scorned to reply.

Lets share the guilt, continued the other. You shut your eyes and raise the corner of the towel, and Ill do the peeping.

The return of the unconscious captain with the beer rendered a reply unnecessary.

We half thought you would be at number nine, he said as the captain poured him out a glass.

Im keeping house this evening, said the captain, or else I should have been.

Its nice for you to have your children near you, said Joan, softly.

Captain Trimblett assented. And its nice to be able to give up the sea, he said with a grateful glance at Vyner. Im getting old, and that last bout of malaria hasnt made me any younger.

The youngsters seem to get on all right with Mrs. Chinnery, said Robert, eying him closely.

Splendidly, said the Captain. I should never have thought that she would have been so good with children. She half worships them.

Not all of them, said Mr. Vyner.

All of em, said the captain.

Twins, as well? said Mr. Vyner, raising his voice.

She likes them best of all, was the reply.

Mr. Vyner rose slowly from his chair. She is a woman in a million, he said impressively. I wonder why

Theyre very good girls, said the captain hastily. Old Sellers thinks there is nobody like them.

I expect youll be making a home for them soon, said Robert, thoughtfully; although it will be rather hard on Mrs. Chinnery to part with them. Wont it?

We are all in the hands of fate, said the captain gazing suddenly at his tumbler. Fate rules all things from the cradle to the grave.

He poured himself out a little more beer and lapsing into a reminiscent mood cited various instances in his own career, in confirmation. It was an interesting subject, but time was pressing and Mr. Vyner, after a regretful allusion to that part, announced that they must be going. Joan rose, and Captain Trimblett, rising at the same moment, knocked over his beer and in a moment of forgetfulness snatched the towel from the table to wipe it up. The act revealed an electro-plated salad-bowl of noble proportions, a saucer of whitening and some pieces of rag.


THE CASTAWAYS
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This novel was first published in 1916. It is in the romantic, humorous vein of Jacobs previous novels and once again features a nautical theme. This time, however, the characters spend much of their time in a yacht, rather than on land.

The story concerns Carstairs, a clerk that inherits a fortune and decides to travel the world. Joining him on his yacht is a fellow clerk, who acts as his secretary, as well as two young men that hope that Carstairs new-found position might help them to gain access to the young women they are in love with  and whose formidable guardian, Lady Penrose, is intent on keeping out of their hands.
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Cover of the first edition
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Jacobs in later years


CHAPTER I

MR. WILLIAM POPE closed his ledger with a slam and, slipping from his stool, locked the drawer of his desk and returned the key to his pocket. It was just one oclock, and there was an ebb and flow of clerks returning from, and going to, lunch. It had been an everyday scene to Mr. Pope for thirty years; he looked forward to another ten and then a pension, which he fondly hoped to enjoy for thirty more. He walked slowly across the big room and, putting his head round a glass and mahogany screen, eyed with clerkly disapproval the industry of a man working there.

One oclock, Carstairs, he said sharply. Mr. Carstairs turned a lean, cleanshaven face on his friend and smiled amiably.

Just coming, he said, blotting his work. I had no idea it was so late.

Mr. Pope grunted. I should know it in the dark, he declared, without a watch. I believe you like work, Carstairs.

The other shook his head. Just a habit, he said slowly. Theres not much to like about it. Come along, before you faint.

He led the way out of the bank into the crowded, sunlit street, and, seizing an opportunity, darted across the road. Mr. Pope, with a finer sense of his dignity, waited until the traffic was held up, and crossed ponderously. One of these days   he began.

I know, said his friend, but I feel like a boy to-day. Twenty-five years dropped from my shoulders this morning and left me a boy of twenty.

Pity the grey hairs didnt drop too, remarked Mr. Pope.

One thing at a time, said the other. And, after all, I havent got many.

He stopped at the entrance to the Beech Tree, and, pushing through the swing-doors, led the way up to the dining-room, and to the end table they usually occupied. Mr. Pope seated himself with a sigh of content, and, placing a pair of gold-rimmed pince-nez across his nose, studied the menu.

Plate of mulligatawny, he said slowly, boiled silverside, tankard of bitter.

He ate his meal with enjoyment, and then, lighting a cigar and ordering coffee, disposed himself for conversation. Carstairs, who had eaten but little, answered in such an abstracted fashion that Mr. Pope, in a fit of pique, closed his mouth with his cigar and lapsed into silence.

Im sorry, said Carstairs, turning, with a slight laugh. I was thinking.

Think away, said his friend coldly.

Thinking of the many times I have eaten in this place, said Carstairs. Day after day, year after year. It has all passed like a dream.

Best way for a lunch to pass, said Pope, with feeling. If you had poor Halls digestion

I mean the whole thing, said Carstairs. The morning train, the days work. For twenty-five years, rain or shine, I have been shut up in that office taking care of other peoples money. Now I am my own master. I can stay in bed all day, or go to the North Pole if I like.

Mr. Pope took his cigar from his mouth and regarded him thoughtfully. You had better stay in bed all day, he said at length. Or perhaps two or three days would be better.

This is my last day at the office, said Carstairs. I can hardly realise it.

Dont try to, said Pope anxiously.

To-morrow morning I shall go birds- nesting.

What  in October? stammered the unhappy Pope.

Or a motor run, said Carstairs, hiding a smile. If its a day like this it will be splendid. Ill ask for a days leave for you. I bought a ripping car yesterday.

Mr. Pope stifled a groan. We had better be getting back, he said, rising.

Back! said the other. Why, we have got twenty-five minutes yet. Sit down and discuss where we shall go. You neednt be alarmed; I am not going to drive. What do you say to Brighton? Run down to lunch, spend a couple of hours by the sparkling sea, and then home to dinner and a theatre.

Mr. Pope turned and looked long and hard at his friend. Look here, Carstairs, he said at last, do you know what you are talking about?

About a motor run, said the other.

In your own car? pursued Pope.

Carstairs nodded.

Where did you get it?

Bought it.

Mr. Pope sighed, but pursued his cross examination. How much?

Nine hundred and twenty-five pounds, was the reply.

There was a long pause, during which Mr. Pope tried hard to get his voice under control.

Where did you get the money? he asked at last, in fairly even tones.

Ah, now youre getting to business, said Carstairs, smiling broadly. It was left to me by an uncle I havent seen since I was ten. He went to Australia sheep-shearing. Judging by the amount Im rather afraid he must have been shearing his fellow men as well.

Pope, still looking doubtful, cleared his throat.

Much? he inquired.

Carstairs nodded. Im afraid to tell you the amount, he said quietly. You might ask me to go and see a doctor.

How much? demanded the other.

Or fall off your chair.

How much? repeated the other severely.

We dont know exactly, said Carstairs, fumbling in his pocket, but in this letter from my lawyers they say about thirty thousand a year.

Conversation in the room was suspended until the echoes of Mr. Popes exclamation had died away. With a trembling hand he took the letter and read it, and then for the first time in many years he had a glass of water with his lunch. After which he congratulated Mr. Carstairs.

But youve known this some time, he said reproachfully.

About three weeks, said Carstairs. But I wanted to be absolutely certain before I said anything about it.

What are you going to do with it all? demanded the amazed Pope.

Carstairs pretended to consider. I shall keep a few fowls, I think, he said at last, and the motor.

Mr. Pope shook his head gloomily. Itll be thrown away on you, he said. You never have had any idea of real enjoyment. Youd have been much better off if the old man had left you five hundred a year. Youve got simple tastes.

Simple things cost the most, I believe, said Carstairs. My car doesnt make nearly such an important noise as a second-hand one at fifty pounds. A ten-guinea suit of clothes escapes observation, whereas one at twenty-five shillings attracts attention wherever it goes.

Mr. Pope, who was not listening, raised his finger for the waiter. Two glasses of the best and oldest port youve got. I want to see what it feels like to stand treat to a man with thirty thousand a year, he said, after the waiter had departed. Youll drop all your old friends now.

Of course, said Carstairs simply. I shall begin with you  after I have drunk the port. Mr. Pope clinked glasses, and then with a gentle sigh sipped his wine.

Youll have to be careful, he said, after a long silence. There are heaps of people who will be anxious to help you spend that money. Youre too easy-going by half to be trusted with it. I can see you investing it in all sorts of wild-cat schemes, not because you believe in them, but because you will be unable to say  No.

Perhaps youre right, said Carstairs.

Im certain of it, said his friend vehemently. Youve got no knowledge of the world, and you have a trust in human nature that I can only describe as child-like. I shouldnt be surprised if you lost everything youve got in five years.

I reckoned ten, said Carstairs, but I dare say you are nearer the mark. However, I will relieve your mind by telling you that I am taking measures to prevent it. I am engaging a man to look after my affairs, and if I crack up in a few years he will be responsible. I shall practically leave things in his hands.

Leave things in his hands? gasped the amazed Pope. And suppose he lets you down?

He wont, said Carstairs.

The other looked at him with unaffected concern. Dont do it, he said earnestly. Dont do it.

I must, said Carstairs. I cant be bothered with business matters. I might as well stay on at the bank. Its no use, Pope, Im quite determined.

You must be crazy, said Pope at last. What do you know about him? How long have you known him?

Long enough to know he is all right, said the other. But you know him better than I do.

I! said Pope, starting. I dont know anybody Id trust to that extent. Who is it?

His name is William Pope, said Carstairs.

Mr. Popes expression changed suddenly, and his mouth broke into tremulous smiles. Then his face began to harden again.

Its no use, said Carstairs, who had been watching him closely. Its a favour to myself. Youve got a very clear head for business, and a stronger way of dealing with people than I have.

Mr. Pope shook his head.

And you know what things are better than I do, pursued Carstairs. You can help me to keep my end up. Theres an air about you, Pope, that I havent got. I want some of your moral support. I want you to tell my lies for me, and intervene between myself and people who want to help me spend my money.

If you put it that way began the other, wavering.

Its the only way to put it, said Carstairs. Its a pure matter of business; friendship doesnt count at all. Well have a contract drawn up by my solicitors all shipshape and proper, and then I shall be able to enjoy my money while you have all the trouble of it.

Pope turned in his chair and extended his hand.

Thats settled, said Carstairs, and Im willing to give you the pleasure again of paying for a wealthy friends port to celebrate it.

Mr. Pope held up to the waiter a beckoning finger that seemed to have increased in size and importance since the last order. He turned an eye on a clock that no longer had any message for him, and, raising his glass, toasted Our very good healths.

The return to the office was effected without hurry. Haste was all very well for men whose horizon was bounded by streets and the regular performance of mechanical duties; free men with the pleasant places of the world before them could afford to take their time. In front of the very entrance of the bank Mr. Pope, pleasantly conscious of being twenty-five minutes late, loitered to purchase a buttonhole. His appearance was so dignified that the colleague who had been impatiently awaiting his return in order to go to his own lunch ventured on no greater reproach than a sniff.


CHAPTER II

THE dislocation caused in a large office by the retirement of two of its staff is not great, and any inconvenience occasioned is amply atoned for by the consequent promotions. The two clerks left with the good wishes of their fellows, although there was a little uncertainty  due to the bearing of Mr. Pope  as to which of them was the fortunate legatee.

The secretary entered upon his duties at once. He had innumerable consultations with the lawyers (cheerfully acquiesced in by those excellent men of business), and, with knowledge gleaned from Every Man His Own Lawyer, propounded conundrums that took the united intellects of the firm to solve.

Nor were the lighter branches of his work neglected. Gently but firmly he made the reluctant Carstairs renounce the firm of City tailors who had dressed him for twenty years, and all their works, and piloted him to a West-end house where the charges were three times as great.

To be well-dressed is half the battle, he said severely as he followed Carstairs into a restaurant to recuperate after their labours. What about that little table at the end?

Thats taken, sir, said the waiter. The next one is not engaged.

Mr. Pope frowned, and, after a moments hesitation, took the proffered chair and began to study the menu. He made his selection after much questioning, using his forefinger in preference to the pitfalls of the French language.

He broke his roll and looked around him with placid content. The Beech Tree Tavern seemed to belong to a remote and uncongenial past. His gaze roved from pretty women and well-groomed men to the small orchestra in the gallery. He turned with a smile to see the hors dœuvres at his elbow.

The occupant of the reserved table appeared just as Mr. Pope was toying with a sweetbread: a tall, well-knit young man of about twenty-five, who took the chair which backed on to Mr. Popes with so much vigour that a piece of sweetbread changed its destination at the last moment, and, leaving a well-defined trail down that gentlemans shirt-front, hid inside his waistcoat.

Sorry, said the young man, moving his chair forward an inch. They dont leave much room here.

Plenty of room for people who know how to use it, said Pope crisply.

The other smiled amiably and watched with some interest the efforts of Mr. Pope to find the missing morsel. His interest increased as the latter, in a furtive fashion, began to unfasten the buttons of his waistcoat.

Surely youre not going to disrobe here, my good man? he said, in an unnecessarily distinct voice.

Mr. Pope, crimson with rage and confusion, turned a deaf ear. For some time he went on with his meal in silence, and then, conversing in a low voice with Carstairs, allowed such words as wasters, over-grown schoolboys, boors, etc., to wander as far afield as the next table.

His countenance did not relax until the coffee and liqueur stage was reached. He lit a large cigar and, in a moment of forgetfulness, pushed a little farther from the table and leaned back in his chair. Contact was made, as the electricians say, and a strong current of obstinacy passed from Mr. Pope and rooted the feet of the man at the next table to the floor. Carstairs, at first amused, became apprehensive.

Dont make a scene, he whispered. Youll attract attention in a moment.

Im not doing anything, rejoined Pope, in a hot whisper. Let him move back to his own territory.

He thrust his back heavily into his chair, determined not to budge an inch. The same idea seemed to possess his adversary, then better feelings prevailed, and with a quiet but sudden movement he hitched his chair forward at least a foot.

Mr. Pope, by a frantic movement of his arms, retained his balance, but a loud snapping noise indicated disaster. He turned to see the top of his chair and half the back dangling to the floor. His waiter came hastily to the scene of disaster and the manager made a leisurely progress up the room.

Another chair, please, said Carstairs quietly.

A fresh chair was fetched, and the manager, expressing polite regrets for the shortcomings of the old one, withdrew to his lair to find fault with the waiter. The cause of the mischief, who had taken a languid interest in the proceedings over his right shoulder, lit a fresh cigarette and exchanged glances with Carstairs.

Worst of these genuine twentieth-century Chippendale chairs, he remarked casually. They wont stand a strain.

They were not made for twentieth-century manners, rejoined Carstairs equably.

The young man flushed. Do you mean it was my fault? he inquired.

You know it was, said Carstairs.

Perhaps youre right, said the other, shaking his head. But  he nodded in the direction of Pope, and lowered his voice to a penetrating whisper hes got such an aggressive back. Besides, I didnt think the chair would break; I merely thought that he would come over backwards.

Mr. Pope, with a smothered exclamation, turned and regarded him fixedly.

However, alls well that ends well, pursued the young man. Youll allow me to settle for the damage.

No, said Carstairs.

I shant feel comfortable unless I do, urged the other.

I dont see any reason why you should be allowed to feel comfortable, said Carstairs. You have done your best to make my friend feel uncomfortable.

Hes all right, said the young man, nodding comfortably at the glowering Pope. Hes a sportsman.

He turned his chair a little with the air of one disposed for conversation, and, striking a match for his cigarette, applied it first to the end of Popes cigar. The owner, paralysed at his impudence, endured the attention in silence, while a faint chuckle from Carstairs cleared the atmosphere. Mr. Pope had finished his second cigar and the restaurant was nearly empty by the time they arose from table and, walking down the room, divided the managers bow between them.

Bright youngster, said Carstairs, after their newly made acquaintance had departed.

Pope assented, but without much enthusiasm. You gave him your address, he said accusingly.

I like him, was the reply.

And he is one of the sort that is sure to turn up, added Pope.

His remark was justified by the arrival of Mr. Jack Knight at Carstairs flat three nights later. Being in the neighbourhood, he said, he thought he would just look in and see how Pope was progressing in the furniture-moving line. When he left, at midnight, both men saw him to the lift.

Within a fortnight he was on the footing of an old and valued friend, and full of advice beyond his years as to the best and most satisfactory mode of disposing of a large income. The endowment of an orphan asylum, coupled with visits to Monte Carlo, would, he thought, satisfy all shades of opinion.

Or you might get married, he said thoughtfully. There are plenty of women who could get through your income and ask for more.

Meantime, said Carstairs, while you are pricing sites for the asylum, and Pope is looking up the trains to Monte Carlo, I am going to look about for a place in the country.

Of course, said Knight suddenly. Good heavens! Why didnt I think of it before? Its the very thing; it fits in exactly. Ive been wondering why Fate threw you into my lap in such an informal manner. Now I know.

He is rambling, said Pope.

We are all going to ramble, retorted Knight. That is, so far as one can ramble in a motor-car. To-morrow I am going to take you in a car  Carstairs  to see the place. A beautiful Elizabethan house in Hampshire that is just made for you.

Whats that got to do with your lap? inquired Carstairs.

Small park, lot of land, and a lake; a little gem of a lake, pursued the young man. Its a little bit of Paradise that has fallen into Hampshire and is waiting for you to pick up.

The place Im going to look at is in Surrey, said Carstairs. Im already corresponding about it.

Surrey? Surreys no good, said Knight quickly. Its overrun. You come to Hampshire, theres a good chap.

Afterwards, perhaps, if the place in Surrey is no good, said Carstairs.

But it might be, said the other, and in that case you wouldnt want the Hampshire one.

Carstairs acquiesced.

Theres something behind it, growled Pope. Something to do with his precious lap. He is quite agitated.

Youre right, Pope, said Carstairs, regarding the young man closely. If it were anybody else I should say he was blushing.

Its as near as he will ever get to it, said Pope.

I have got nothing to blush about, declared Knight firmly. Theres nothing wrong about being engaged, is there?

Engaged! said his listeners together, and, I hope shes worthy of you, added Pope.

I fail to see the connection between your engagement and my choice of a house, said Carstairs.

Lack of imagination, said Knight briefly. She lives down there. If you take that delightful Elizabethan mansion I can come and stay with you. As it is, whenever I want to see her I have to hang about fishing in the beastly little river there. Last four times I caught three puny fish and saw her once  with her guardian.

Carstairs looked at him helplessly for a few seconds, and then turned his gaze on Pope.

No sense of proportion, he said at last, or else morally deficient.

Both, said Pope, in a deep voice.

The house is probably a draughty ruin, pursued Carstairs, the so-called lake a duck-pond covered with green slime. He ought to have been a house agent.

Well, Im going down there to-morrow, anyway, said Knight. If you wont drive me down, I suppose I must go by train  third class.

Why do you have to go fishing? inquired Carstairs.

Mr. Knight sighed. The engagement is not official, he said, after a pause. Lady Penrose, her guardian, misunderstands me.

But surely began Carstairs.

Dont make obvious jokes, said Knight wearily. This is serious. I suppose an old bachelor doesnt understand; but he might try and learn.

What has the guardian got against you? asked Carstairs.

Poverty, said Mr. Knight gloomily. I am an undesirable. Four hundred a year and a distinguished appearance are my sole assets.

When I was your age began Car stairs.

Oh, my Aunt! interrupted Mr. Knight, in despairing accents. My dear Carstairs, I have got three uncles, three stolid, unimaginative uncles, and whenever I go to see them to try and touch them for a little bit they always begin that way. Its their one opening. Try and say something more agreeable. Tell me the time the car will be ready.

Im not going to take that house, mind, said Carstairs.

Course not, said Knight, with a delighted grin. But you can look at it. Theres no harm in looking, as the lady said when her husband asked her not to go to the bargain sale. Youre a brick, Carstairs. Sos Pope, he added, after a moments reflection. Will half-past ten be too early for you?

Thatll do, said Carstairs. Is the chauffeur to wear a white favour?

He can wear a wreath of roses if he likes, said Knight. I dont mind. Im so pleased at being able to be of service to you, Carstairs, that Id put up with anything. By the way, do you mind if I bring a friend with me? Chap named Peplow  great friend of mine. Hes got interests down there, too.

Interests? repeated Carstairs, in a dazed voice.

Mr. Knight nodded. Shes a very nice girl, he said generously. Freddie used to come down fishing with me, and the two girls are great friends. He had met her before in town, too.

Do you think Im running a matrimonial agency? demanded Carstairs.

Not at all, said Knight, raising his eyebrows. Im merely asking you for a lift, thats all. Ill tell Peplow he must go by train.

Bring him, by all means, said Carstairs. But, mind, I wash my hands of it. I am merely going to look at a house.

Awfully good of you, said the other. And, if you remember, thats just what I wanted you to go down there for. Well, good-bye. If Im to be up early in the morning I must be off.

He took a cigarette from the box and departed, humming the latest air from the latest musical comedy. Carstairs, to avoid the censorious gaze of Pope, got up and helped himself to a whisky and soda.

The morning was misty, with a glorious sun overhead, as, punctual to the minute, the car drew up and Mr. Knight descended the steps from his front door, accompanied by a young man of somewhat chubby appearance, whom he introduced as Mr. Peplow. To Mr. Popes whispered inquiry, Where are the others? he turned a deaf ear.

Awflly good of you, said Mr. Peplow, climbing into the car as his friend got up in front. Im so fond of fishing.

Are your rods down there? inquired Carstairs, as the car moved off.

Jack, said Mr. Peplow, leaning forward, weve forgotten the rods.

Never mind, said Mr. Knight.

But said Mr. Peplow.

Knight twisted round in his seat. Its all right, he said calmly. They know all about it. Carstairs wormed it out of me last night.

Mr. Peplow sat back in his seat and blushed, and, smoothing a small fair moustache, glanced sideways at his astonished host. A smothered guffaw from Mr. Pope did not add to his comfort.

Awflly good of you, he murmured mechanically.

Just the day for a run, said Knight, turning round in his seat again as they left the dwindling suburbs and began to scent the open country. You ought to be awfully obliged to me, Carstairs.

I am, was the reply.

What is the programme? inquired Knight. Theres an awfully decent inn in the village, and I suggest we should lunch there, and then go on to the house afterwards.

Thatll do, said Carstairs. And perhaps we shall be able to see the house from the inn. That will save trouble.

I dont mind trouble, said Knight, especially if I can pick my own. Do you mind if I drive a little way?

He changed seats, and Mr. Pope, with a smothered exclamation, held on to the side of the car. He leaned across Mr. Peplow to shout to Carstairs, but the wind blew the words down his throat. He huddled back into his seat, and prepared for the worst.

Fast? said Mr. Knight, as he slowed down for a village. You dont call that fast, do you? Wait till I get a bit of straight road.

He never has an accident, said Mr. Peplow proudly, but hes had the most marvellous squeaks. Do you remember that brick-cart, Jack?

Mr. Knight turned his head to smile, and Mr. Popes voice rose in protest.

Well keep her down to twenty-five or thirty, please, said Carstairs, leaning forward, for the sake of the brick-carts.

Mr. Knight sighed, and with a couple of fingers on the wheel endeavoured, but in vain, to carry on a conversation with Mr. Pope.

Were nearly there, now, he said presently. Keep your eyes open for the scenery.

They passed slowly through a winding village street, whose half-timbered houses had drowsed through the centuries. The bell of the general shop clanged, and a bent back disappeared inside the doorway of the Red Lion. The rest of the place slept.

Restful! said Mr. Knight, almost smacking his lips. Heres our show.

He drew up in front of a sedate old inn a hundred yards beyond the village, and, yielding the wheel to the chauffeur, led the way inside and, nodding to the landlord, passed upstairs.

Now for a fire and a meal, he said as he ushered them into a comfortable room. Heres the fire, and the food will be on the table at one. Observe how beautifully Popes legs frame the glowing coals.


CHAPTER III

THE meal at the White Hart was so good that Carstairs had a shrewd suspicion that it had been ordered beforehand by the enterprising Knight. Mr. Pope rose from the table with a sigh, and, throwing the stub of his cigar into the grate, drew an arm-chair on to the hearth-rug and surveyed his friends with misty eyes. Then, to Knights indignation, he drew a large silk handkerchief from his pocket and, placing it over his face, composed himself to slumber.

Is he ill? inquired Knight. I dont like his breathing. Theres a croupy sound about it that would make me uneasy if I were his mother!

The lips below the handkerchief parted, and then, apparently thinking better of it, shut again with a snap.

Give him half an hour, said Carstairs.

Id give him five years if I could, said Knight fervently, but, unfortunately, time wont wait. Its twenty past two now, and Hawker will be at the house at half-past.

Hawker! repeated Carstairs.

The agent, explained Mr. Knight. I didnt want you to have to come down twice over this affair, so I wired to him to meet you.

Jack thinks of everything, said Mr. Peplow, turning to Carstairs.

Did he think of your engagement? said Pope, sitting up suddenly and turning to Mr. Peplow. I mean, did he contrive it to suit his own ends in any way?

Certainly not, said Peplow, blushing. Its  its a case of mutual esteem. Besides, we are not engaged. We may be in time.

Its only a hope with me at present. Its

Dont tie yourself in knots, Freddie, said Knight kindly. Hes not your father; and therell be plenty of other people to explain to. Save yourself up for them. All this is sour grapes to Pope. The only time a girl ever smiled at him was when he slipped on a banana skin. Are we all ready, Carstairs? A little over five minutes in the car brought them to the lodge gates, where a man in a blue baize apron, touching his cap as they turned in, followed them up the drive on foot. The road was a winding one, and when the house suddenly burst into view Carstairs was unable to repress an exclamation.

Ripping, isnt it? said the gratified Knight. Dont let him look so pleased, Pope; Hawker is a hard nut to crack.

Mr. Hawker, a wiry figure in a bowler hat and mustard-coloured gaiters, came forward to meet them as the car stopped. A pleasant faced man, but with a glint in his eye that put all Mr. Popes faculties on the alert.

Good job Carstairs has got you to look after him, murmured Knight in his ear as they dismounted.

Mr. Pope grinned, and endeavoured, but in vain, to throw off the arm linked in his. He even went so far as to call the owner a serpent, but Mr. Knight, who was at the moment introducing Mr. Carstairs, paid no heed.

It was a beautiful house, and Carstairs, to his secretarys horror, promptly said so. In these circumstances there was nothing for Mr. Pope to do but to call attention to the time-worn brickwork. He also pointed out that one of the gables was a little bit out of plumb.

Very nice to look at, of course, he said, shaking his head, as they passed slowly along the terrace. I remember once being much impressed by the ruins of an old castle in Scotland.

Ah, if you want ruins, said Mr. Hawker, Im afraid you will be disappointed here. The house is in a splendid state of preservation.

Any ghosts? inquired Pope.

Mr. Hawker hesitated; some people like ghosts, others have an insurmountable objection to them.

It looks too comfortable for a ghost, he said, with a laugh. Do you believe in them?

Certainly not, said Pope disdainfully.

There is no ghost here, said Hawker promptly. Shall we go inside now, while the light is good?

He led the way in, and left the old, oak-panelled hall, with its huge, open fireplace, to speak for itself. A wood fire crackled and blazed on the hearth.

I thought it would look comfortable, said Mr. Hawker.

Mr. Pope, with his back to the blaze, nodded benignly. Then he intercepted a faint grin passing from Mr. Knight to Mr. Peplow.

You thought so too, Knight? he said loudly.

I think so, corrected the young man in a surprised voice. But, my dear Pope, think of this hall furnished! Old chests, old chairs  not too old to be comfortable  Persian rugs, drinks, cigars

Draughts, interposed Mr. Pope.

Fresh air, said Knight. Come along, theres a lot to see. And after the house there is the glass, and the stables, and the lake.

They wandered through the house, Mr. Knight hastily furnishing each room in a few well-chosen words as they inspected it. A suite of three rooms with a magnificent view he allotted to Mr. Pope. He laid stress on the fact that the principal one contained a fireplace big enough to roast an ox.

Its a nice house, said Carstairs to him, as they all trooped downstairs again. Yes, all right; I have admired the staircase once  and if you will give me your word of honour never to visit me or worry me with your matrimonial projects I might think of taking it.

Ill promise never to come unless I am asked, said the young man stiffly.

Im afraid thats no good, said Carstairs, smiling. You must promise not to come when you are asked.

Mr. Knights face relaxed. Youre a good sort, Carstairs, he said blithely. Bit too fond of rotting; but we cant all be perfect. Pope must have got a soft spot in his heart for me too. He said the other day that he wished he had been my father.

The air struck chill and the light was fading as they got outside. It was damp underfoot, and the much-vaunted lake looked drear and cold. Effects on the water, pointed out by Messrs. Hawker and Knight, only elicited a shiver from Mr. Pope.

Most depressing, he declared. Lets get back and have some tea. We shall be frozen getting back to town.

He turned and led the way to the car, while the lodge-keeper, who had been hovering near the party, touched his cap to Carstairs and asked permission to favour him with a few biographical details concerning the best man he ever knew. It was an inspiring theme, but the party waiting in the car began to murmur at the length of it. He turned away with a smile at last and moved off with a springy step.

Want the job? inquired Knight, as Carstairs took a seat beside him.

Carstairs nodded.

What did you tell him? inquired the other, as the car whirled down the drive.

Told him Yes, of course, said Carstairs. Poor chap, he has been in a state of anxiety for nine months. Hes been here seventeen years. What are you laughing at?

Nothing, said Knight. It wasnt a laugh; it was a gratified smile at hearing you have decided to take the place.

Subject to coming to terms, yes, said Carstairs. But that is Popes job. Pope versus Hawker. You were quite right, Knight; its a beautiful place, and Im glad I came to see it.

Few men would admit themselves to have been in the wrong as freely as you do, said Knight gravely. Freddie!

Halloa! said Mr. Peplow.

Hes hooked!

Mr. Peplow started, and then turned to Mr. Carstairs with a glance of protest at his friends rudeness.

Thats all right, said Knight. You neednt look like a little plaster saint. Remember what you said about him last night.

I? stammered the distressed Peplow. I assure you, Mr. Carstairs

Hes always like that, said Knight calmly; he lets me fight his battles for him, and then tries to pass by on the other side. Fortunately, my character is strong enough for both. Here we are, and now for a cup of Pope-reviving tea. Hot and strong, with two lumps of sugar.

Mr. Pope subsided into his easy-chair with a sigh of relief and extended his hands to the blaze. Tea appeared on the table, but he refused to move, and taking cup after cup in his cosy corner gradually thawed into a heavy geniality. He even joined in the chorus of praise of the house, comparing it favourably with others of three inches by two that he had seen in advertisements. In reply to a challenge of Knights he declared himself a match for Hawker any day.

So long as you fix it up I dont mind who wins, said Knight. Carstairs has got plenty of money. Have you finished, Freddie? he inquired, with a significant glance; because if so you had better come down and see the landlord about that dog you were talking about.

Mr. Peplow, exhibiting more confusion than the occasion seemed to warrant, arose, and, with a glance at Carstairs, followed his friend out of the room. Mr. Pope, declining another cup of tea, lit a cigarette and smoked on in silence.

Nice boys, said Carstairs, breaking a long silence.

Pope grunted. Might be worse, he said at last. Pity Knight couldnt have had the advantage of a training at the bank. If he had gone in, say at eighteen, under me, he would have been a different man altogether.

Carstairs agreed, and, drawing his chair up, sat gazing at the fire. Pope finished his cigarette, and, throwing the stub into the grate, closed his eyes and fell into a light doze.

He awoke after some time, and, rubbing his eyes, sat up blinking at his friend. Then he looked at the clock.

Good gracious! he said, with a start. Its time we were off. Where are those boys?

Carstairs shook his head. Still discussing the dog, I suppose, he said.

Ill go and hurry them up, said Pope.

He went heavily downstairs, to reappear in five minutes time with the landlord.

They didnt say anything to me about a dog, said the latter. They went out about half an hour ago, and they said if anybody asked for them they had gone out to look at the moon.

Moon! repeated Mr. Pope sharply. But there is no moon.

Just what I told em, said the landlord. And Mr. Knight said, No, he knew that, and they were going out to see what had become of it.

Carstairs coughed and looked at Pope.

It would serve em right he began slowly.

Eh? said Pope.

Their eyes met, and the hard lines in Popes face melted into a huge grin.

Let me have my car as soon as possible, said Carstairs, turning to the landlord; and when those two gentlemen come back tell them we couldnt wait.

Tell em we have shot the moon, added Pope, with a noisy chuckle. Hurry up!

He clapped Carstairs on the shoulder as the landlord withdrew, and both gentlemen, in a state of glee somewhat unsuited to their years, proceeded to array themselves for the journey. Pope held his friends coat for him and placed it almost tenderly about his shoulders. Mr. Carstairs, after Pope had wound a huge muffler about his throat, thoughtfully pulled up his coat-collar for him.

I hope the landlord wont forget that bit about shooting the moon, said Pope, as they almost danced downstairs. I should like to see Knights face; but you cant have everything.

They stopped in front of the cosy bar, and at Popes suggestion ordered a couple of glasses of cherry brandy to keep out the cold.

Car ready? he inquired, as the landlord came in from the back.

Cant find the chauffeur, sir, said the landlord. Hes nowhere on the premises, but Ive sent the ostler up the street to look for him.

Mr. Pope, with his glass midway to his mouth, turned pale and put it down on the counter again, while the landlord turned to renew the search  apparently in the coal-shed. Mr. Carstairs emptied his glass, and both gentlemen, with lagging steps, ascended the stairs again.

Youth must be served, quoted Carstairs, as he proceeded to unwrap himself.

I wish I had the serving of him, grunted the other. Of all the young jackanapes

He turned away as he saw Carstairs lips twitch, and after a hopeless attempt to maintain his dignity began to laugh too. Restored to good-humour, he poked the fire, and, putting his feet on the fender, sat down to wait.

Half an hour later a murmur of voices below announced the return of the truants. The landlords voice was heard above the others, then a smothered laugh, apparently from Mr. Knight, and a startled Hsh! which the reddening Pope rightly attributed to Mr. Peplow.

Landlords given them your message, said Carstairs.

Hope we havent kept you waiting? said Knight, politely, as he entered the room, followed by a shadowy Peplow.

We have been waiting an hour and a half, said Carstairs.

Sorry, said Knight. Didnt seem more than five minutes to us, did it, Freddie?

I  I thought we had been about a quarter of an hour, said Mr. Peplow, or perhaps twenty minutes.

Mr. Knight looked from Carstairs to Pope and from Pope to Carstairs.

Sorry, he said again, with dignity, but you know our object in coming down here, Carstairs, and, having missed the afternoon looking after your business, we thought we might take ten minutes for our own.

Carstairs looked helplessly at Pope. My business? he said at last.

Helping you to choose a house, explained Knight.

And what did you take Biggs away with you for? demanded Carstairs.

Out of deference to your prejudices, said Knight promptly. Freddie thought

I didnt, interrupted Mr. Peplow, hastily.

Freddie thought, repeated Mr. Knight firmly, that you and Pope, being mid-Victorians, would have old-fashioned notions about that sort of thing, so we took Biggs to chaperon us, and, in justice to him, I must say that we told him to come with us to take something back to you. He has just asked me what it was.

What was it? inquired Carstairs, staring.

A report of our immaculate behaviour, said Knight. Lady Penroses maid was with them, and he kept her company in her duties.

Dont listen to him, said Pope, rising and picking up his overcoat.

Besides, it was a precautionary measure, added Knight.

Pope stopped with one arm in a sleeve and stared at him.

Neither of you being able to drive, explained Knight, with an abominable grin.


CHAPTER IV

MR. HAWKER, in a moment of frankness caused by despondency, admitted that he had met his match in Mr. Pope; after which the negotiations for the tenancy of Berstead Place progressed with great smoothness. The lawyers on both sides raised various points, but nothing that consultations and letters could not adjust to the satisfaction of all concerned. In the exercise of his duties Pope paid frequent visits to Carstairs lawyers, a remark of the junior partner, a somewhat excitable person, to the effect that it was a pity Pope had not been brought up to the law, giving him great satisfaction until, in an ill moment for his peace of mind, he repeated it to the evil-minded Knight.

The lease was signed at last, and the house put into the hands of a well-known firm of builders, decorations proceeding with the slowness characteristic of good work and the ideals of the English workman.

Trying to hurry them is no good, announced Mr. Pope, coming out of the house with a somewhat flushed face, on a fine afternoon in February, and sarcasm is simply thrown away on them. One little rat of a painter actually asked me whether I had ever been on the music-halls. Me!

I know the man you mean, said Carstairs. I stood looking at him the other day for a quarter of an hour and he never moved a muscle. However, they will finish some time, in spite of their efforts. Suppose we walk back and meet the car.

It was damp underfoot, but the air was soft and warm, and birds of an optimistic turn of mind were already beginning to sing the praises of spring. The two friends tramped on pleasantly until they reached the village, and, proceeding along the High Street, gazed with some curiosity at a little crowd at the other end of it.

Looks like our car, said Pope, quickening his pace.

It was their car, and their chauffeur with a piece of borrowed string was taking painstaking measurements of the distance of his wheels from the footpath. His job finished, he proceeded quite unasked to perform the same office for a damaged governess-car that stood near by on one wheel. A neatly shaved young groom, standing at his horses head, watched him with calm disdain.

What is the matter? inquired Carstairs, stepping forward.

Young lad and a young horse, sir, said Biggs, respectfully, but loudly. Came right across the road into my off mudguard. Look at it!

Carstairs glanced at the crumpled metal, and then looked at the shattered wheel of the trap.

Anybody hurt? he inquired.

Mr. Biggs stood reflecting. I dont think so, he observed calmly. It wasnt his fault if they werent; he did his best. Come right across the road; I spose he pulled the wrong rein.

Carstairs looked round inquiringly. A handsome, smartly dressed woman of about thirty-five stood on the footpath with a pretty girl. From a certain air of detached interest they manifested in the proceedings he came to the conclusion that the trap belonged to them.

I hope you are not hurt! he said, raising his cap.

Fortunately  no, was the reply.

Or shaken?

A little colour appeared in the ladys cheek. One can hardly be shot out of a cart without, she said tartly.

Few men can gaze on beauty in distress unmoved. You must have been driving very carelessly, Biggs! exclaimed Carstairs.

Yessir, said Biggs respectfully.

You might have killed these ladies.

Biggs twisted his features into an expression of concern. Yessir, he said again.

I was only a foot from the kerb. I couldnt give em much more room.

He put his hand up, said an old man standing by. I see him do it. You ought to ha stopped.

You ought to be in bed, said Biggs, in a low voice, as he edged up to him. You oughtnt to be out with eyes like them. It aint safe.

Im afraid we are to blame, said Carstairs, but I am delighted to see that nobody has been injured. May I give you my address?

He took out his case and, extracting a card, handed it to the owner of the trap. The girl leaned forward to read it, and then, looking up at Carstairs, favoured him with a dazzling smile. Her companion, placing the card in her purse, bowed and turned away.

And if you would permit me to send you home, said Carstairs, my car is at your disposal. Please take it.

He is really a good driver, said Pope, joining in the conversation. You would be quite safe.

Thanks very much, but we are quite able to walk, said the lady.

I dont know, said the girl gravely, with another glance at Carstairs. Id sooner ride, Isabel, if you dont mind. I feel just a wee bit tottery.

Her companion hesitated. Carstairs held the door open, and, after another moments hesitation, she stepped in and seated herself.

Very kind of you, she said, smiling. It isnt far; you wont have to wait long. Mr. Biggs, who was having a heart-to-heart talk with the groom, tore himself away with visible reluctance.

Why dont you hold him properly? he said, alluding to the horse. Hes wiped his nose once on your sleeve already.

The wheelwright came up after the car had gone and took the trap away, and the horse and groom, a dejected couple, started on the walk home. Mr. Biggs, who met them on his return journey, was still smiling broadly when he rejoined his employer.

I couldnt say much before a lady, sir, he said, as Carstairs got into the car, but it was their fault; the horse danced about all over the road. Ive drove a car for six years now and never touched anything yet.

Other things have touched me sometimes  and wished they hadnt.

Knight, who looked in at the flat late that evening, espoused the cause of Biggs. Far too nervous and careful to run into anything, he said scornfully. My fingers simply itch to take the wheel away from him sometimes.

Let em itch, grunted Pope.

Hell draw a bath-chair before he has finished, said the young man, with a dear friend of mine in it. By the way, who were the ladies? What was the young one like?

Attractive, replied Pope.

Knight looked interested. Very attractive? he asked.

Pope started and hid a grin. No, he replied.

What was the old lady like? inquired Knight, looking disappointed.

There was no old lady there, retorted Carstairs sharply. Really, Knight

Mr. Knight whistled. Sorry, he said slowly, but theres no disgrace in being old. I shall be old myself some day. Old age is beautiful. Isnt it, Pope? Well, what was she like, anyway? Attractive?

Carstairs nodded. A well-bred, handsome woman, a little over thirty, I should think, he replied.

Knights eyes sparkled. And rather a sour expression? he inquired.

Certainly not, said Carstairs and Pope together.

If it is the one I am thinking of, I have seen it often enough, said Knight. But what was the girl really like, Carstairs?

Oh, nice bright girl, said Carstairs. Friendly smile, tallish. She called her friend Isabel.

There you are, said Knight, jumping up. My suspicions are confirmed. Isabel is Lady Penroses name, and you begin an acquaintance I was looking forward to with great hopes by wrecking her cart. I wonder who the girl was?

Does it really matter? inquired Carstairs, with a yawn.

No, said Knight. I was wondering whether it was Miss Seacombe, that is all, but your description is far too lukewarm to apply to her. However, we shall know when you call to inquire.

Call to inquire? repeated Carstairs. I am not going to call. Why, I only know the ladys name by accident.

Of course you will call, said Knight. You knock a couple of ladies out of their trap with your beastly road-hog car, and then you think the affair is finished. You must display a little interest in the welfare of your victims. Ask Pope; he knows.

Mr. Pope, removing his cigar, pursed up his lips and frowned thoughtfully. Wait till we get their bill for damages, he said at last, with a side glance at Carstairs. Then, if it is too heavy, Carstairs can call and protest and inquire after her health at the same time.

Funny, retorted Knight, but that gives me an idea. I dont suppose its at all likely Lady Penrose will make any claim. Carstairs can call on her if she doesnt and insist upon it. How will that do?

Anything to get rid of you, said Carstairs, with a glance at the clock.

You will call?

Perhaps.

Ill come with you next time you run down, said Knight, with an air of resignation. Things are sure to go wrong if Im not there; and you dont seem to realise how important this is. But dont forget one thing. Dont let Lady Penrose know that we are acquainted. Let it come as a little surprise to her, when it is too late.

Any further instructions? inquired Carstairs.

Ill let you know on the way down, was the reply. Providence seems to be fighting on my behalf, and I want to give it all the assistance I can. I shall give Biggs half-a-crown; he deserves it.

Biggs received the money next day, and, having placed it carefully in a leather purse before stowing it away in his pocket, made it quite clear to his benefactor that he had not earned it. He preferred to regard it as some slight consolation for a base attempt to injure an untarnished reputation.

No word having come from Lady Penrose, they went down to Berstead a week later, the inability of Carstairs to make up his mind as to the propriety of calling causing great concern to Knight on the way.

If it had been a cottager you would have been round next evening, he said severely. Just because the unfortunate victim happens to be a lady you are treating her with studied neglect. She may have died from shock for all you know  expecting you up to the end.

I thought I was to see her about the damage, observed Carstairs.

Combine business with pleasure, said Knight, but dont ask after the cart first, mind. While you are gone Pope and I will hustle the workmen for you. She wont bite you; as a matter of fact, she is rather faddy about food.

Carstairs dropped them at the house, and after remarking that he would be back in ten minutes time, and adjuring Pope not to let Knight annoy the workmen, gave Biggs his directions and drove away. Pope, staring after the receding car, turned to confront his smiling companion.

He is doing this for you, he said importantly. Carstairs is a very shy man, a remarkably shy man where women are concerned.

It is time he was cured, then, said the other serenely. A man has no business to be shy. I never was. Women dont like shy men; they are so difficult to encourage. Lets go inside and see how things are progressing.

Pope followed him in, and for some time they wandered through the empty rooms. Many of them were finished, but in some the workmen still lingered.

Carstairs is taking a good ten minutes, said Knight, as they gained the hall again. Got a cigarette about you, Pope? I left mine in my coat.

So did I, said Pope. Lets stroll as far as the lodge and meet him. I feel chilly standing about.

They reached the lodge and stood waiting, and, there being no sign of the car, walked slowly back again to the house and sat on the stairs. A gentle murmur sounded outside.

Rain, said Knight.

He got up and walked about the house again. The men were putting their tools together, and, drifting downstairs, turned their coat-collars up at the door and departed in little groups. A foreman, waiting to lock up, coughed restlessly.

Ill take the key, said Pope. Well leave it at the lodge.

He put it in his pocket and, walking to the door, stood gazing at the rain, which was now falling steadily.

They must have had a breakdown, he said at last, crossly. Pity we didnt ask them to give us some tea at the lodge.

Lets make a run for it, suggested the other.

Pope shook his head. Rheumatism, he said tersely. We should get wet through. He put his hands in his pockets and paced to and fro. Half an hour passed.

Wonder whats happened? said Knight. I hope hes all right.

I wish hed come, snapped Pope. This is what comes of listening to you.

He went back to the stairs again and sat shivering. Outside the rain was falling faster than ever, and darkness was coming on.

Im afraid youre right, he said, after a long silence. Something must have happened to him. Hed never leave me here like this.

Or me, asserted Knight. Hark!

He stepped to the door again, followed by Pope. The sound of an approaching car was distinctly audible, and in a few seconds the head-lights swung round the corner. It drew up as Pope locked the door, and stood waiting with a rhythmically throbbing engine.

Whats the matter? he inquired, as Biggs reached backwards and opened the door.

Matter! repeated Carstairs, in a surprised voice. Nothing.

What on earth have you been all this time for, then? inquired Pope, dropping heavily into his seat.

Have I been long? said Carstairs. It didnt seem like it.

But you havent been all this time at Lady Penroses? said Knight.

Why not? said Carstairs, with some warmth. By the way, Knight, it was Miss Seacombe who was in the trap with her that day.

Mr. Knight, who was struggling into his coat, grunted. Your rapturous description could only fit her, he remarked dryly.

Let me give you a hand with your coat, Pope.

Mr. Pope, accepting the proffered assistance, sank back into his seat again, and after peering vainly at Carstairs in the darkness subsided into an aggrieved silence. He broke it at last with a remark about tea.

Tea! repeated Carstairs dreamily. Ive had some, thanks.

He pulled up his coat collar and, nestling comfortably in his corner, closed his eyes. Mr. Pope, suffering from a sudden fortunate impediment in his speech, allowed Knight to speak for him.

It isnt tea he wants, said that gentleman sharply, its milk  a little of the milk of human kindness. There he sits  wrapped up in himself, and we can perish of cold and starvation for all he cares. Are you listening, Carstairs?

I forgot you, said Carstairs. Stop at the first place you come to. Go on, Biggs.

Forgot us! repeated Knight, raising his voice as the car moved on. Thats his idea of an apology.


CHAPTER V

A STEADY trickle of thirsty carmen into the Red Lion during March heralded the arrival of Mr. Carstairs to Berstead Place. They brought on their vans old furniture, and other old furniture which represented the pouring of new wine into old bottles with the happiest results. Chairs which had long since given up their backs as hopeless held themselves erect again and invited the inspection of the amateur expert; chairs with three new legs footed it with the oldest.

You cant tell them without taking them to pieces, said Knight to Pope one afternoon, and even the oldest friend of the family couldnt do that. I shall be furnishing myself some day, and this experience has been very valuable to me. Your purchases will last longer than any of the others.

Why? inquired Pope, smiling.

Because theyre the youngest.

Theyll be old enough by the time you furnish, said Pope, with a malevolent grin. I didnt tell you that I called with Carstairs yesterday to make sure that Lady Penrose is still unhurt? Thats his third visit.

Mr. Knight raised his eyebrows.

Charming woman, said Pope reminiscently. Delightful. But it was quite clear, from the way she talked about you, that you havent the ghost of a chance.

About me! exclaimed Knight. Why, you old blunderer, what did you mention my name for?

I didnt, said Pope placidly; but she was talking to Carstairs about Miss Seacombe  charming girl, something so fresh and unspoilt about her. I got quite interested.

Go on, urged Knight. Never mind about your feelings.

She was talking about her responsibility  Lady Penrose, I mean  and when she spoke of flippant neer-do-wells with no object in life we both thought that she must be referring to you. When she used the expression harmless and useless, we felt quite certain. Pity she didnt mention you by name, because then we could have stood up for you.

I dont mind the other terms, exclaimed Knight, but harmless. Well, perhaps shell know better in time. Harmless!

Ive never been called that before. If it had been Freddie Peplow, now

She gets on very well with Carstairs, continued Mr. Pope. Wonder what will happen when she finds out that he knows you? Either she will drop him, I suppose, or

Or? prompted Mr. Knight.

Or he will have to drop you.

Nobody can drop me unless I want them to, said Knight cheerfully. Think of the ingratitude of it! Why, Carstairs would never have known of the house if it hadnt been for me. He wouldnt have barged into her cart if it hadnt been for me. Are you sure she said  harmless? Sure it wasnt harmful?

He took occasion to remind Carstairs at their next meeting of all he had done for him, but, despite a habit of looking on the cheerful side of things, doubts began to assail him as to his friends single-minded devotion to his interests. The man for whom he had done so much even advised him to go away for a year and find some hard and congenial work. Mr. Knight, after pointing out the discrepancy, requested him to descend to details. Carstairs, after long deliberation, suggested sheep-farming in Australia.

I was waiting for it, said Knight, in resigned accents. I knew it was coming. It is the one occupation that my intelligent friends always select for me. And they always harp on Australia. I suppose we can sheep-farm in other places? Why Australia? And what do you think I know about sheep? Carstairs pondered. Poultry-farming? he suggested slowly.

Thats the second string, said Knight, with forced calm. Not so popular as the other because it is done in England. I look like a poultry-farmer, dont I? How do you think the unfortunate hens would like it?

Perhaps you had better take to work by degrees, said Carstairs, smiling. I can find you a job  for one afternoon. Are you doing anything on Friday?

Depends upon what the job is, said Knight.

I have been trying to arrange with an aunt of mine to come and look after me at Berstead, said Carstairs. She couldnt make up her mind for some time, and, now she has decided to come, she is coming rather sooner than I wanted her. She is coming up on Friday to spend a few days in London before going on to Berstead.

What do you want me to do? inquired Knight. Head her off?

I want you to look after her for a few hours, said Carstairs. She is due at Euston at three, and Pope and I had already fixed up to run down to the house. She is an old lady of seventy, and if we meet her and hand her over to you we can go on. You could bring her here and look after her till we come back.

Is she to be a fixture at Berstead? asked Knight thoughtfully.

That is the idea, said Carstairs.

Very good idea, too, said Knight slowly. You and Pope want somebody to look after you. I had five or six very important engagements for Friday afternoon, but Ill throw them over. I want to heap coals of fire on your head. How old do you say she is?

Seventy.

Mr. Knight looked thoughtful. Hurry back as soon as you can, he exclaimed. I dont want to overdo the coals of fire business. I suppose she wont be nervous in a taxi? I dont want her clinging to me, or anything of that sort.

His forebodings increased each day, and he was unusually quiet as he waited with Carstairs and Pope for the incoming train.

She will probably want to rest when she gets to the flat, said Carstairs. Be as gentle as you can with her. Its rather awkward my having to run off like this.

Deucedly awkward, agreed Mr. Knight. I wish now Id asked Freddie to lend a hand.

The train drew into the station and the crowd moved up the platform. A fragile little old lady with white hair and bright blue eyes detached herself from the throng and came towards them. Carstairs, after an affectionate handshake, introduced his companions. Then, a little awkwardly, he explained the situation.

Its very kind of him, said Mrs. Ginnell; but I should have been all right. Now you hurry away. Mr. Knight and I will look after the luggage. I shall see you when you come back.

She raised her nose and sniffed gently as the porter and the taxi-driver hoisted up the luggage. Smells good, she said, with a satisfied air.

Mr. Knight stared at her.

London, she explained. I havent seen it for twenty-two years. Is it far to the flat?

About a couple of miles, said Knight.

Mrs. Ginnell sighed. Ask him to drive slowly, she murmured.

Its quite safe, said Knight reassuringly. I picked him on purpose.

Mrs. Ginnell laughed. I didnt mean that, she said. I want to see a little of the place.

Might drive round a bit if you like, said the other.

Mrs. Ginnell nodded, and sitting with clasped hands peered through the window at the life of the streets. Certain landmarks she recognised with little gasps of pleasure; others had disappeared to make way for new streets and palatial buildings. By the time they reached the flat the taximeter registered six-and-eightpence, and she spoke warmly to Knight of the courtesy of the modern taxi-driver as compared with the old-style cabman. She referred to an affair with one of the latter which had rankled for thirty-five years.

Tea first? said Knight, as he placed her in Carstairs most comfortable chair. And then perhaps youd like to go to your room and rest for an hour or two.

No, I am not in the least tired, thank you, said Mrs. Ginnell, as he rang for the tea. Why, Ive done nothing to-day yet. Ive been sitting down all the time. I want you to tell me all about my nephew and the new house.

She poured out tea and listened, interposing with a dexterous question or two whenever the young man showed signs of flagging. It was evident that she was a woman of intelligence; intelligent enough, he hoped, to take a lively interest in the affairs of deserving young men. He had a strong idea that she was worth cultivating.

I suppose you wouldnt care to do anything? he remarked, as he threw away the end of his third cigarette. If you are not too tired, how about a cinema?

I should love it! said Mrs. Ginnell. I have never seen a really good one. What time do you think my nephew will be back?

Eight at the earliest, was the reply. But we neednt trouble about them; we must consider ourselves.

He lit another cigarette while Mrs. Ginnell was getting ready, and, noting with approval her change of costume, escorted her downstairs.

Id rather walk, she exclaimed, as he looked around for a taxi. That is, unless you are tired?

Mr. Knight gazed at her suspiciously, but, seeing nothing but gentle consideration for his comfort in the old blue eyes looking into his, turned and walked beside her.

Why, its like a theatre! said Mrs Ginnell, as they took their seats. The one I used to go to was in an old mission-hall with a tin roof.

She settled herself comfortably in her stall and for two hours watched with youthful enthusiasm Wild West cowboys galloping over the country-side; men with seraphic faces bearing the burden of anothers guilt; amateur motorists obsessed with the idea of charging scaffoldings and bringing on their heads cascades of infuriated bricklayers.

Most enjoyable, she murmured, as they emerged into the cool spring evening. Oh, dear! I have the same feeling now that I used to have years ago; it always seems so unsatisfactory to come out from an entertainment in daytime, and meet other people coming out to spend the evening.

Mr. Knight turned and regarded her with amazement, not unmixed with admiration.

Quarter to seven, he said, looking at his watch. Suppose we eat our simple meal at a restaurant instead of going back to the flat?

It would be delightful for me, said Mrs. Ginnell doubtfully; but it is not very amusing for you.

Now, said Knight, with some sternness, youre fishing! When I tell you that I would sooner take you to dinner than  than

I see your difficulty, said the old lady.

Than anybody else but one person in the world, concluded Mr. Knight triumphantly.

Very nice, if not exactly truthful, commented Mrs. Ginnell; but I suppose truth is not nice as a rule. Very well, we will go to dinner, and you can tell me about the girl whose place I am usurping.

Where shall we go? said Knight, considering. The Pagoda is not bad, but they have a band there.

Mrs. Ginnells eyes sparkled. Lovely! she exclaimed. When one doesnt want to talk one can listen to the music; when one does  well, Id like to see the band that would stop me.

It was a good dinner, and she ate it with appreciation. The band was discreet as well as tuneful, and the waiter like a ministering angel in a dress-suit.

Fancy! I havent done this for over twenty years, she said. Im so glad I came up in time to have a day or two in London first. It has been a most delightful day.

Has been? breathed Mr. Knight.

Mrs. Ginnell looked at him.

Lets go on somewhere, said the tempter.

Mrs. Ginnells better nature strove within her. My nephew wont know what has become of us, she murmured. Perhaps we had better go home.

Ill phone to the people at the flat, said Knight. What do you say? A theatre or a music-hall?

Music-hall, said Mrs. Ginnell promptly. Ive never been to one.

I shall feel like a parent taking his child to its first pantomime, said Knight. Are you ready?

* * * * *

Messrs. Carstairs and Pope, who had been hurrying home at a pace utterly inconsistent with the safety of the public, arrived there just after the message was received, and over a comfortable meal shook their heads at the irresponsibility of youth.

Probably lay her up for a fortnight, said Pope solemnly. Shes a delicate-looking little woman. I wonder what his game is?

They sat and smoked until half-past eleven. At twelve oclock Mrs. Ginnells nephew began to be uneasy; at a quarter to one, just as he was preparing to organise the reluctant Pope into a search-party, the door opened and the truants entered. Carstairs, rising hastily, pushed a chair towards his aunt and offered to help her towards it.

Weve had a lovely time, said Mrs. Ginnell.

Ripping, said Mr. Knight.

What makes you so late? inquired Carstairs.

Late! repeated Knight. Hm! I suppose we are rather. We had a bit of supper after the show and that delayed us a bit.

He took a cigarette from the table and sat by as a sort of chorus while Mrs. Ginnell expatiated on the joys of the evening. The narration took her some time, but she retired to her room at last, and the door had scarcely closed behind her before Mr. Knight was sternly called upon for an explanation.

At present, said Carstairs, she is kept up by excitement.

When that passes away said Pope, shaking his head.

To-morrow, said Carstairs, with conviction, shell be a wreck.

Beef-tea  arrowroot, explained Pope vaguely, medicine  nurse.

Its a wise nephew that knows its own aunt, said Knight. Dont you worry about arrowroot for her; devilled kidneys are more in her line. Shes a sportsman, and we understand each other thoroughly. Henceforth, Carstairs, we are rivals; I have adopted her as my aunt.

Does she know it? inquired Pope.

Mutual arrangement, highly satisfactory to both parties, replied Knight, with a yawn. Having the gift of perpetual youth she understands the motives and ideals of the young. She understands me. Or, what is better still, she thinks she does. By the way, you had better get off to bed, Carstairs. Mrs. Ginnell is going to ask you to take her to Hampton Court to-morrow, and she proposes to start at ten  so as to have a long day. Sorry I cant stop any longer, but Im about done up. Good night.


CHAPTER VI

IT was a fine afternoon in late spring. A lark was singing in the sky; and the air was so soft, with such a feeling of life and movement in it, that Mr. Carstairs butler, forgetting his high office, also lifted up his voice in song as he made his way across the fields. His song ceased suddenly as he turned a corner of the hedge and came upon a girl looking at him over her right shoulder.

Afternoon, Miss Mudge, he said, with a slight cough.

Miss Mudge waited for him to overtake her. Good afternoon, Mr. Markham, she said brightly. Im afraid Ive disturbed you. I had no idea you were a singer.

Not much of a singer, said Markham modestly.

Theres all kinds, said Miss Mudge indulgently. And so long as it doesnt hurt anybody, and they like to hear themselves sing, theres no harm done.

Ah, you have got a happy nature, said the butler, returning good for evil. How well you are looking. I cant think what you do to look so fresh.

Do! said Miss Mudge, turning on him sharply. Nothing. Its natural.

Of course, said the other hastily; I didnt mean that. I was just thinking theres many a lady would give anything to have your complexion; theyd sell their souls for it.

I dare say, retorted Miss Mudge; but they wouldnt get it for that. Theyd get it cheap if they did, some of em. I say, do you think theres anything between my lady and Mr. Carstairs?

Eh? said the startled butler. Anything between  No-o, I shouldnt think so. What put that idea into your head?

Well, I only wondered, thats all. I dont go about with my eyes shut, you know.

The guvnor isnt class enough for Lady Penrose, said Mr. Markham, shaking his head; though, mind you, hes a good sort. After the families Ive lived in Im surprised at myself sometimes to think what a lot I think of him. You see, he spent over twenty years of his life on a stool in a bank, and he cant shake it off.

I suppose it would cling, said Miss Mudge, with a sigh. Those things always do.

Properly speaking, hes a three or four hundred pound a year man, said Mr. Markham judicially; and it takes time to get the twenty or thirty thousand a year style.

Wouldnt take me long, observed Miss Mudge, with a bigger sigh than before.

No; you see weve been used to it all our lives in a manner of speaking, said Mr. Markham. I wish somebodyd leave me a fortune; I know what I should do if they did.

His voice was so tender that Miss Mudge, in self-defence, glanced somewhat hastily at a fine bed of nettles they were passing.

I shouldnt waste it on old Mrs. Minchin, for one thing, continued Mr. Markham, after a side glance at her. And that makes me wonder whether there is anything in what you said just now. Ever since Lady Penrose spoke to him about that old woman he hasnt been able to do enough for her. Hes always taking her bottles of port for her rheumatism. Not invalid port, mind you, but the best stuff I have got in my cellars.

Miss Mudge, secretly disappointed at this change of subject, murmured something about Mr. Carstairs and Loves young dream.

It comes to all of us, said the butler solemnly; none of us can escape it.

Except me, said Miss Mudge. I never could understand people falling in love with each other. It seems so silly, so childish. Mr. Biggs was saying to me only the other day

Biggs! interrupted Mr. Markham, with something between a sniff and a scowl. I cant stand that feller. Whether its the smell of oil, or his untidy appearance, I dont know. Have you ever seen him with a bit of what he calls axle-grease on the tip of his nose and a smear of dirty oil on his cheek?

Never, said the delighted Miss Mudge. Hes always been very spick-and-span when I have seen him. Dressy, I call him. And hes such a fine driver. He says its because he has got a gift for engineering. I sat next to him the other day when Mr. Carstairs drove us over to Wimbush, and he explained all about motor-cars to me. He says that I have got a very quick understanding.

Anything else? inquired Mr. Markham sourly.

He said a lot of silly things, of course, said Miss Mudge, tossing her head. But, then, men always do. Hes no worse than the others.

Hes a very worthy person, Ive no doubt, said Mr. Markham loftily. The trouble is he is no gentleman. Put him in a suit of overalls, and give him a lump of cotton-waste to clean himself with, and he is satisfied.

Oh, how funny! said his companion, with a giggle. Why, its like thought reading.

Mr. Markham turned an inquiring gaze upon her.

Overalls and cotton-waste, explained Miss Mudge, still giggling. And he said, A second-hand dress-suit and a serviette! And he said something about mistakes, and serviettes and pocket-handkerchiefs that I wont repeat.

Hes got a low mind, said the enraged butler, breathing hard. If hes not careful hell get that gifted head of his punched one day.

He stalked along in silent dudgeon until they reached the village, and Miss Mudge, having business to do at the drapery section of the general shop, bade him good-bye. He had fallen a victim at almost their first meeting, and was beginning to realise with some concern that his was only one case amongst many; but in his most pessimistic moments he had never dreamed of Mr. Biggs as a rival.

While he walked home thinking of Miss Mudge, Carstairs and Pope sat by the window in the latters comfortable sitting-room discussing her mistress. The conversation had been started by Pope, who, as secretary, adviser, and friend, was pointing out to Carstairs the well-known difficulties encountered in trying to run with the hare and hunt with the hounds.

Im going to do it, though, said Carstairs. Perhaps in the end I shall earn the gratitude of both.

Pope shook his head. You know Lady Penroses views, he said slowly.

Some of em, admitted Carstairs.

And, knowing them, you deliberately go and invite those two young men down here for a week or two, pursued Pope. You come down a stranger into this peaceful country spot and at once begin to set people by the ears. You told me you liked Talwyn.

I like him well enough, said Carstairs.

Its the dream of his life to marry Miss Blake, and its the dream of Mrs. Jardines life that he should, continued Pope. Naturally the old lady wants to do the best she can for her niece. Hes got six thousand a year and a baronetcy, and you are going to help that deluded girl to young Peplow instead.

Hes fifty-five, said Carstairs, and fifty-five and twenty dont match. Hell live to thank me for my efforts  if he gets to hear of them. I thought you liked the boys.

So I do, said Pope, so I do; but thats no reason why I should interfere in affairs of this kind. And I like Talwyn. My idea is to stand aside and see fair-play. That friend of his, Captain Tollhurst, told me that he had never seen Talwyn so keen on anything in his life. He said it has made him years younger.

He looks fifty-five in spite of it, said Carstairs. No, he mustnt do it. It cant be allowed. By my own wits and the willing aid of an intellectual secretary I intend to forbid the banns. Besides, I didnt invite the boys. It was my aunt.

Handy aunt to have, murmured Pope.

They want a little country air, I suppose? Milk and fresh eggs, and buttercups and daisies. Eh? They make a fuss of you and Mrs. Ginnell just to serve their own ends.

Very natural, too, declared Carstairs warmly. Why shouldnt they? And theres no deception; Knight has been painfully frank about it. Theyre both nice boys  and youth should mate with youth, Pope.

Besides

Besides what?

I think that Lady Penrose is playing the tyrant. She started with an objection to Knight, and she wont own herself in the wrong. It shall be my task to show her the error of her ways. I shall enjoy it.

Money is spoiling you, Carstairs, said Pope, shaking his head. At the bank I never knew a quieter man than yourself. In those days you were the sort of man that couldnt say boh! to a goose, and now

Now I am going to say it to Lady Penrose, said his friend. Is that what you mean? To tell the truth, I like opposing her. She is a charming woman, but she always takes it for granted that she is going to have her own way. Shes got a queenly manner about her, Pope, that always makes me yearn to be an emperor.

Youll look a lot like an emperor when she finds it out, grunted Pope. I shouldnt like to be in your shoes.

Well, youve got to if anything goes wrong, said Carstairs, with a malicious smile. I shall put all the blame on you as my secretary. After all, you are responsible for Knight. If you hadnt scraped acquaintance with him I should never have known him. If you will make friends with strangers in restaurants you must put up with the consequences.

Ill have nothing to do with it, said Pope primly. I never interfere in other peoples business. And Talwyn told me the other day that Miss Seacombe loses her money if she marries without Lady Penroses consent. Did you know that?

Carstairs nodded. I know Lady Penrose, he said confidently. She is one of the best-hearted women breathing. She might use her powers as a threat, but she would never dream of putting them into action. She is an ornament to her sex, and doesnt know it; an angel in expensive and very becoming gowns. A  a

Go on, said Pope, eyeing him.

I think she has rather an amused toleration for me, which rather rankles; and you know what a good book-keeper I used to be?

First Ive heard of it, said Pope, in genuine surprise. What about it?

Im going to try and balance the account, and help the boys at the same time. It wants diplomacy, of course, and thats where you come in. When I am in doubt I shall consult you; if I get into trouble I shall put the blame on you. Now, first for advice. What do you suggest?

Kidnap Lady Penrose and Mrs. Jardine, and anchor them in the punt, properly provisioned, in the middle of the lake, said Pope, with bitter fluency. Then send both couples off with Biggs in a car to Gretna Green.

Abolished years ago, said Carstairs. Try again.

Pope shrugged his shoulders and, lighting a cigarette with great care, sat smoking and gazing out of the window.

Fortunately, Lady Penrose has got the idea that I am a mild, innocuous sort of person, said Carstairs musingly. She would never credit me with harbouring sinister designs. That helps a lot. In her mind I am cast for Simplicity and Innocence.

When are Knight and Peplow coming down? inquired Pope.

Wednesday week, and the garden-party is on Friday. If they have the sense to lie low for a couple of days nobody will know they are here, and there will be no backing out on the part of our other friends at the last moment. I must have them a day or two before, or the matter will look too prearranged.

A lot of good youll do, sniffed Pope. Lady Penrose will see through you at once.

They are coming as friends of my aunt, said Carstairs. Even if she is suspected of ulterior motives there is no reason why I should be. And coincidences will happen. Anyway, the young people will have a pleasant afternoon together.

Will they? said Pope. Lady Penrose will look after that, I fancy, to say nothing of Talwyn and Mrs. Jardine. The old lady is feeble, but tough.

And I have a more ambitious project in my mind still, said Carstairs. We havent seen much of the world, old man. What do you say to a long trip?

Trip? murmured Pope.

Carstairs nodded. I havent got it all thought out yet, he said slowly, but I am thinking of hiring a yacht in the autumn and going for a long cruise. Its a thing I used to dream of as a young man; and now my idea is to take these people with me and to box them all up together for a few months and see what happens.

Lady Penrose wont come, if thats what youre thinking of, said Pope.

Well see, said Carstairs. I regard the yacht as a sort of mouse-trap, which I shall bait with Talwyn. That will make Mrs. Jardine nibble, and probably both of them will think it an excellent plan to get the girls away from the young men. I know that they are both getting a little anxious.

But arent the boys coming? inquired the puzzled Pope.

Of course; but the others wont know it until the last moment. That is, if I play my cards properly. Meantime,  mums the word.


CHAPTER VII

THE predominant note at Berstead Place was peace. It revealed itself in the placid waters of the lake, in the trim-clipped maze of yew, and the clump of tall elms with its colony of gossiping rooks; in the well-kept gardens and the green slopes of the park. The outbuildings and the yards were so peaceful that hard-working gardeners had been known to fall asleep there while sitting on the handles of their barrows evolving new monstrosities in hybridisation.

The only discord in this Eden was in the bosoms of Messrs. Markham and Biggs. Seldom indeed did these gentlemen indulge in direct speech, but each knew, through the painstaking Miss Mudge, exactly what the other thought of him. The knowledge did not improve their relations, and glances, threatening on the part of Mr. Biggs and contemptuous on the part of Mr. Markham, were a source of considerable interest to their fellow-servants. The page, who regarded the butler with a respect verging on idolatry, spent considerable time in trying to devise ways and means of keeping the chauffeur in his place. As a beginning he tried the raised eyebrows and icy stare of his superior, and, strolling down to the garage one morning in shirt-sleeves and green-baize apron, stood watching the foe at work.

Halloa, Albert! said Mr. Biggs, who was pulling out handfuls of grease from the gear-box and stripping it from his fingers on to a piece of brown paper, how are we?

Gmorning, said Albert distantly.

If Id known you were coming to pay us a visit, said Mr. Biggs, rubbing an itching nose with the back of a soiled wrist, wed have had some toffee-balls for you. Wouldnt we Bob?

Or sugar-sticks, assented the second chauffeur. Why, whats the matter with is little face?

Got a second tooth coming through, I should think, said Mr. Biggs. You want to rub it, Albert. Rub it with a bit o bone, or a india-rubber ring.

When I want your advice Ill ask you for it, said the enraged Albert.

Right-o, said Mr. Biggs good-humouredly. If you want to see the inside of a gear-box, nows your time. You cant learn too much, you know. Ive been at the job for years, and Im always learning something fresh.

I dont want to learn that work, said Albert, with an affected shudder. Its all very well for people who cant do anything else, but it wouldnt do for me.

Hark at him! said the amazed Mr. Biggs.

Reglar little poll-parrot, said Bob.

I like to be clean, pursued Albert. I shouldnt like to go about smelling like a gasworks, and leaving black marks on everything I touched.

Praps youre right, Albert, said Mr. Biggs, who was rubbing his hands hard with a piece of cotton-waste. Ah, if Id had your chances what a man I might ha been.

He shook his head mournfully, and taking up the paper of grease crossed over to put it in a bucket. His foot slipped suddenly, and, with a startled exclamation, he threw his right arm around Alberts neck to save himself from falling. Bending under the shock, the boy pitched face-foremost into the parcel of grease.

The very place I slipped on last week. Bob, said Mr. Biggs breathlessly. Gave me quite a shock. Have I hurt you, Albert?

P-ff! said the unfortunate youth. P-ff!

Lor bless my soul! exclaimed Mr. Biggs, in startled accents. Look what a mess hes made of himself. How did you do it, Albert?

P-w-ff! cried the boy, still blowing. You did it a-purpose.

Poor little poll-parrot, said Mr. Biggs, gently. Give me a bit of that waste, Bob, and Ill try to clean him up a bit. Hed get into trouble if it was known hed been hanging round the garage instead of getting on with his work. Keep still, Albert!

I  Ill tell Mr. Markham of you, said the boy, half-crying with rage. Ill

Keep your mouth shut, said Mr. Biggs, hard at work with the cotton-waste. How do you think I can make a job of it while you go on talking?

You  youll  get  the sack for this, spluttered the boy.

Pure accident, murmured Mr. Biggs. You ought to be glad that you were there to save me from a nasty fall. Are you?

The grown-up reply that began to flow from Alberts lips was promptly bottled up by a pad of waste.

Another second, said Mr. Biggs, turning to his grinning junior, and he would have said it and been ashamed of himself all his life. And in our garage, too.

Hes got no what you might call gratefulness, said Bob, else hed be glad that youd got that little spot o grease in your hand to save his nose from damage.

I dont expect no thanks, said Mr. Biggs simply. There you are, Albert, he continued, giving a rotary motion to the handful of waste. Youre cleaner than Ive ever seen you, now, and your little cheeks are shining like Ribston pippins. Any time youd like to give us a look in we shall be pleased to see you.

He turned to his work again, and Albert, after fulminating in the doorway until his jaws ached, turned towards the house in search of sympathy.

Shouldnt wonder if Markham had something to say about this, remarked Mr. Biggs. Hes always ready to listen to himself talking.

He saw Markham later on, but the butler made no sign. Calm and dignified in preparation for his evening duties, his manner suggested an entire aloofness from such earthly things as trouble-seeking chauffeurs.

He put off this manner with his evening garb, and rising early in the morning for a dip in the lake, a privilege accorded by the thoughtful Carstairs to the few members of his staff who cared to avail themselves of it, thought out a few pungent remarks to improve Mr. Biggss circulation before entering the water. He saw the chauffeur in front of him, and, quickening his pace, entered the dressing-shed almost at the same time.

I want a word with you, he said severely.

Fire away, said Mr. Biggs, removing his coat and hanging it on a nail. Its always a pleasure to hear you talk. I heard you talking to one o the footmen the other day, and it was all I could do to keep from laughing.

I want to know what you mean by messing the page-boys face up yesterday, said the butler sternly.

Poor little chap! said Mr. Biggs, with a reminiscent smile. He did look funny; but o course it was quite an accident. It would have been just the same if youd been standing there instead of him.

The butler choked.

I dont think so, he said, at last.

Only I shouldnt have wiped it off for you, continued Mr. Biggs. Alberts a nice little chap, only hes got wrong ideas. No ambition: he wants to be a butler when he grows up.

I dont want to talk to you, my man, said the butler, in superior accents.

Why, only just now you said you did, retorted Mr. Biggs. You dont seem to know your own mind for two minutes together. Too much cellar-work, I suppose.

What do you mean by that? demanded the butler fiercely.

Putting the wine away, replied Mr. Biggs darkly. The smell of it confuses the intellect. At least, I suppose its the smell.

Next time you interfere with the boy I shall report you to the guvnor, declared Mr. Markham.

Poor Albert! said Mr. Biggs. He wants to be a butler: a tell-tale. If he had any self-respect hed want to be a man that uses his hands and his head. A chauffeur, say, like me. I can drive a car, and I can mend a car. If a car goes wrong on the road I can jump off and find out what it is. If its a small thing I can put it right on the road; if its a big thing, and Ive got the tools, I can put it right in the garage. If its

What is it? inquired the butler, with a disdainful smile. An anthem?

I was telling you about a man that can use his hands, retorted Mr. Biggs.

I can use my hands a bit, said the butler, whose temper was beginning to take control.

To wipe a hot plate with a napkin? inquired the other.

Or to knock a little sense into thick heads, said the butler, fastening his bathing-dress as he emerged from the shed. If it was not for my position Id do it now.

Never mind about your position, entreated Mr. Biggs, following him up. There couldnt be a finer morning for it, or a softer place for you to fall on. Why, it might ha been made for it.

The butler turned a deaf ear, and rubbing his arms started to walk towards the diving-board. Mr. Biggs gave vent to a series of explosive chuckles.

Are you making that silly noise at me? demanded the other, turning and clenching his fists.

What do you mean by silly noise? inquired Mr. Biggs, advancing upon him.

A noise like a sheep with a cold, said the butler promptly, or an idiot boy thats lost his ma.

I suppose talking is all you can do, sneered Mr. Biggs, and thrust his lean jaw almost into the others face.

The temptation was too great, and Mr. Markham, forgetting his dignity, his situation, and above all the example expected of him by his inferiors, struck it. Mr. Biggs, with surprising suddenness, dropped to the ground.

It was a smart blow, and the effect on Carstairs, who was leaning out of his bedroom window to inhale the morning air, was instantaneous. The men were some distance away, but the powerful binoculars in the drawer of his dressing-table were at his eyes and focused in five seconds. Then conscience pricked him, and he dashed out of his room in search of Pope. The latter, querulous in pink pyjamas and rubbing the sleep from his eyes, followed Carstairs to his room with his own glasses dangling from his arm.

I thought you ought to see it, said Carstairs, who had got his glasses in action again. I may want your advice as to how to treat the matter.

Disgraceful! grunted Pope, leaning out of the window. Shocking! Markhams going to win this.

Biggs, said Carstairs.

Markhams got the science, said Pope. Ha! Bra  Hm, h-mm!

I think I had better run down and stop it, said Carstairs, with his glasses glued to his eyes.

You cant run about in pyjamas, said Pope hastily. It wouldnt do.

I suppose it wouldnt, said the other. By Jove! Markhams got it that time.

Left hook, said Pope. Its jolted him, but he isnt done yet.

Both gentlemen held their breath as the butler rose staggering to his feet and, moved by a common impulse, took the opportunity to wipe their glasses.

Markhams going in for too much footwork, grunted Pope. Seems to think its a ballet.

He put up his glasses again, and both gentlemen sternly surveyed the stricken field and the two men who were putting so beautiful a morning to so base a purpose.

This has got to be stopped, said Carstairs, five minutes later. I wont allow it. It mustnt go on. It  I cant see through your elbow, you know, Pope.

Pope apologised. Oh, pretty! he exclaimed. Very pretty!

Yes, but Biggs has got him again, said Carstairs. Hes too strong for him. Just throw on a few things and run down to them, old man.

Go yourself, said his faithful secretary.

Perhaps it is best to ignore it, sighed Carstairs. Perhaps  Oh, well done, Biggs. Well done.

The glasses remained motionless, fixed on a figure that lay on its back with a slack head and drawn up knees. Then they followed slowly the movements of Mr. Biggs as, after a glance at the prostrate butler, he bent over the edge of the water and proceeded to bathe his face.

Youve got pretty servants, upon my word, said Pope, as the chauffeur, having finished his ablutions, helped his enemy to his feet and steadied him into the shed. What are you going to do about it?

Same as you would, said Carstairs; give Markham a rise, but without telling him what it is for. He has given you a very enjoyable ten minutes.

Mr. Pope grinned confusedly, and, with some indistinct reference to a pot and a kettle, girded up his pink pyjamas and stalked out of the room.

Unaware of his employers benevolent ideas, Mr. Markham spent the first part of the morning secreted in his sanctum with a looking-glass for sole company. Absence from duty was explained by that ever-useful complaint known as a bilious attack. The seventy-ninth peep into the glass at his right eye seemed to indicate that the illness would be of unheard-of duration.

At ten oclock, Carstairs and Pope having gone off motoring for the morning, he quitted his lair and, taking advantage of all the cover that offered, steered an erratic course for the village. He had heard of black eyes being painted, and, with a vague hope that Mr. William Higgins, house-painter and decorator, might be equal to the occasion, called at his place of business.

He went round to the back of the house, and Mr. Higgins, who was sitting on a broken chair smoking a short clay and regarding the five hens kept in a wire entanglement patched with string, rose to receive him. A slight but uncontrollable start he attributed to lumbago.

Mr. Markham plunged straight into business. Can you paint a black eye? he inquired abruptly.

Mr. Higgins, who had managed to exist for fifty odd years by never declining a job, and always insisting upon being paid, whatever happened, eyed him calmly.

Ive done scores of em, he asseverated.

And keep your mouth shut? inquired the relieved butler.

I shouldnt be in the position what I am in if I couldnt, said Mr. Higgins, with quiet dignity. Spose you take a seat while I mix up one or two shades for you to pick from.

He indicated the broken chair, and, fetching some pots and colours from an outhouse, seated himself on a box and mixed up paints with a stick of firewood. Satisfied at last, he extricated a piece of rough board from a pile of litter and tried the colours on it.

Theyre all good, he said simply. Take your pick.

He held the board beside the butlers face, raising it slowly to give each tint its due appraisement. The selection made, he loaded his brush. Mr. Markham started back.

Im not a wall, he snapped. You want a camel-hair brush.

You can have a smaller brush if you like, said Mr. Higgins grudgingly, but camel-air, no. It wouldnt do me justice.

He disappeared into the house, and, returning with a smaller brush, made the butler close his eye, and started operations.

Feels very stiff, said the butler, when he had finished.

That shows its a good job, said the artist. If it didnt feel stiff I should know as there was something wrong. I only wish Id got a bit o looking-glass so as you could see yourself.

His gaze was so admiring that the butlers spirits rose.

Give it a chance to dry even, said Mr. Higgins, pocketing his fee; dont get laughing, or whistling, or winking. Itll wear off gradual, and nobodyll ever even dream youd done anything to be ashamed of. I dont want to talk conceited, but it looks better than the other eye. More life-like.

Mr. Markham went home in the same furtive fashion that he had left it, his first two attempts to look the whole world in the face not having been as successful as the encomiums of Mr. Higgins had led him to expect. He managed to reach his quarters unobserved, and, after one horrified glance in the glass, threw himself into a chair and tried to think out his position.

It was clear that a black eye would outlive a bilious attack, and, if he absented himself from his duties for long, he would have to submit to medical treatment. He resolved to return to duty that evening, and, if awkward questions were asked, to attribute his condition to an encounter in the dark with a knob on his bedstead.

He took up his work in the dining-room that evening, and Mrs. Ginnell, who had received a full account of his misadventure from Carstairs, gazed at him in undisguised amazement. She transferred her gaze to Pope and Carstairs, who, in endeavouring to avoid her eye, met that of the butler. Conversation, at first disjointed, ceased altogether before the spectacle of a butler whose sudden increase of dignity was obviously inspired to counteract the possession of a salmon-coloured eye. A slight squeaking noise, which everybody agreed to disregard, escaped from Mrs. Ginnell.

Soups good, said Pope, after a painful pause.

Excellent, agreed Carstairs. I think

Mrs. Ginnell was offending again. She ended with a moan, and her spoon slipped into her soup as she arose hurriedly and made for the door. Not well, she gasped, as she passed. Headache  dont trouble.

The two gentlemen resumed their seats, but the disdainful glance of the butler as he returned from the door was too much for Pope. He got up again. Headache, he murmured brokenly, with a deplorable lack of invention. Not well, and, plunging at the door, disappeared.

Carstairs finished his meal alone, thankful that the simmering Markham kept out of view behind his chair. He took a cup of coffee and lit a cigar, starting as he glimpsed the butlers eye again.

Markham, he said suddenly.

Yes, sir.

Go and wash that stuff off your eye at once; youll get blood-poisoning if you are not careful. If it looks bad to-morrow, go and see a doctor.

Yes, sir, thank you, sir, said the butler.

He poured out a glass of port with grateful care, and went off to his room rejoicing.

If he isnt a gentleman, he murmured, as he busied himself with cleansing the paint off, hes the best imitation Ive ever seen. Also, hes a sportsman.


CHAPTER VIII

MRS. GINNELL, metaphorically speaking, received Mr. Knight with open arms, Mr. Peplow, who was standing by waiting to be introduced, being almost scandalised at the warmth of their greeting. The correctness of his own left nothing to be desired.

A great friend of mine, explained Mr. Knight. Ive been looking after him for years. I dont know where he would have been without me.

I should have been all right, declared Mr. Peplow indignantly.

Gratitude was never his strong point, sighed Knight, turning to Mrs. Ginnell. Didnt I get my adopted aunt to give you an invitation down here, so that you could hang around Miss Blake? he demanded. Isnt that looking after you?

Come in to lunch, interrupted Mrs. Ginnell, with a laugh. The others are out on the car; Mr. Pope is learning to drive.

I should like to see the performance, said Knight, seating himself. Is it his first lesson?

Third, said Mrs. Ginnell. Hes got the new car to-day; something went wrong with the other. He said that the steering-gear failed suddenly.

What did Biggs say? inquired Knight, with a huge grin.

Said that Mr. Pope kept his head wonderfully  and got a half-sovereign, said Mrs. Ginnell, with a twinkle.

Biggss own steering-gear is all right, theres no doubt about that, said Knight. Pity I wasnt on the car; it would have taken a tenner to keep my mouth shut. Anybody hurt?

Mrs. Ginnell shook her head.

Sir Edward Talwyn was a little bit shaken, she replied, but there was no harm done.

Pity, remarked Knight. If there had been Biggs would have got more than a half sovereign from Freddie. Do you see much of him?

He comes over sometimes, said Mrs. Ginnell. His friend, Captain Tollhurst, is staying with him, and they generally come together.

What sort of man is Tollhurst? inquired Knight sharply.

He has travelled a great deal, and had adventures all over the world, said Mrs. Ginnell. Mr. Pope generally sits listening to him with his mouth open. Youll see him on Friday.

Mr. Knight pondered.

Young? he inquired. Good-looking?

Thirty-five to forty, I should think. I shouldnt call him good-looking.

Good-looking as I am?

Better, replied Mrs. Ginnell, without hesitation.

If you want to laugh, Freddie, laugh, said Mr. Knight severely. Dont make that silly noise in your plate. When you know Mrs. Ginnell better youll know that she often says the opposite to what she means. Its her idea of a joke.

Quite true, murmured the repentant Mrs. Ginnell, beaming at him.

Your apology is accepted, said Knight. Freddie, I am waiting for yours.

Anything you like, said Mr. Peplow, who was attacking his food with great satisfaction. Make it up yourself, and Ill sign it.  

He finished an excellent meal with a gentle sigh of satisfaction, and at Mrs. Ginnells suggestion adjourned to the terrace for coffee and cigarettes.

I trust you are being very nice to Lady Penrose, said Knight to his hostess.

It is a very easy thing to do, she replied.

 I like her very much.

And Mrs. Jardine? said Mr. Peplow.

And Mrs. Jardine, assented Mrs. Ginnell. I have to like her because I like her niece, Effie Blake, so much.

Everybody does, said Mr. Peplow, with a gratified flush.

What they will both say when they discover that I know you I cant imagine, continued Mrs. Ginnell.

They will be surprised, said Knight, not to say suspicious. Let me see, where did we meet? Mentone, wasnt it?

Lets leave it, said Mrs. Ginnell. Dont lets take up troubles before they come. Very often they dont come at all.

I ought to have left Freddie behind, said Knight thoughtfully. Two is rather overdoing it. But if you had seen the tears well up in his beautiful eyes when I suggested it   

Anybody would think this was your place, said the irritated Mr. Peplow.

Its my aunt, said Knight. I adopted her in the first instance to serve my own ends. After that I adopted her for herself.

Its what I should have done in the first place, said Mr. Peplow unexpectedly.

Mrs. Ginnell rose.

I dont want to be seen blushing at my time of life, she remarked. Come round to the stables and see my new pony and cart. James gave it to me last week.

And now, said Knight, taking her arm after the pony had been duly admired, come for a stroll with me neath you lofty elms and talk business. What do you think Peplow ought to wear on Friday? And shall we discover ourselves at once, or mix with the crowd and be picked up later, like a couple of lovely shells on a beach?

Later, I think, said Mrs. Ginnell. There will be a lot of people here, and you can emerge from them after a time and renew your acquaintance with Lady Penrose.

Mr. Knight nodded, and carried out his instructions so thoroughly that he was quite disconcerted at the measure of his success. With Mr. Peplow by his side on Friday afternoon he appeared from the direction of the lake, and, observing the figure of Carstairs on the terrace, bore swiftly down upon it.

Having a good time? inquired Carstairs.

Mr. Knight looked at Mr. Peplow. Mr. Peplow sighed.

Excellent, said Knight bitterly. This is too bad of you, Carstairs. It really is,

Carstairs raised his eyebrows.

Of course, its not exactly your fault, continued Knight. We dont say that, do we, Freddie?

Mr. Peplow, who was looking somewhat disagreeable, hesitated. Its his lake, or pond, or whatever you call it, he said, at length.

So it is, said Knight, nodding, so it is. It ought to be filled up. Its a mantrap, a positive man-trap.

You used to admire it, said Carstairs.

We all have our weak moments, said Knight. My settled opinion now is that it spoils the place. If it belonged to me I should either have it filled up or keep women-eating crocodiles in it.

It might spoil the bathing, said Carstairs. But what is the matter?

Matter is weve been hurt in our finest feelings, said Knight. Weve been laughed at. Weve been held up to the derision of Tollhursts and Talwyns. Not to mention others. I thought this garden-party was got up for us.

It was partly, said Carstairs, with a smile.

Listen to him, Freddie, said Knight.

I am, responded his friend.

Ive never been made such a fool of in my life, continued Knight. I came down here to see Miss Seacombe, and Freddie came to see Miss Blake, and when they are not gummed to the dragons we are.

Gummed? repeated the amazed Carstairs. Dragons?

Lady Penrose and Mrs. Jardine, explained Mr. Peplow while his friend was taking breath. Mrs. Jardine is the worst  she is an old fortune-hunter. When she is not with Miss Blake the poor girl has always got Talwyn at her elbow.

Carstairs surveyed him mildly. But what has all this got to do with my lake? he inquired.

Weve been on it, said Knight savagely. I might have guessed Lady Penrose was up to something or other; she was so agreeable. Seemed quite pleased to see me. She asked us to take her and Mrs. Jardine on the lake for five minutes, and weve been sculling round and round that idiotic little duck-pond for hours.

Seemed like a lifetime, said Peplow dismally. Jack had to read poetry to Lady Penrose while I rowed.

She brought the book with her, said Knight, reddening. She did it on purpose; she must have known I was coming. Shes been laughing at me all the time. I could see it in her eye.

Theyve all been laughing at us, I believe, said Peplow. Talwyn was looking quite intelligent. I must say I never heard the Lady of Shalott read as Jack read it. Never! Sounded more like the Charge of the Light Brigade.

Never felt such a fool in my life, affirmed Knight. And that fellow Tollhurst had the impudence to walk along following the boat, with Miss Seacombe.

Both smiling, and pretending not to, added Mr. Peplow solemnly. I never felt so sorry for Jack in all my life. He looked a perfect fool.

You mind your own business, said his friend sharply.

You cant expect to have it all your own way, said Carstairs. Lady Penrose was too smart for you that time. You should have entered into the joke and read the poem soulfully. I am disappointed in you, Knight.

I thought he was on the wrong tack, too, said Mr. Peplow. I did try to wink once, but Mrs. Jardine got it, and I had to pretend Id got a fly in my eye.

Well, run away and play, said Carstairs, interrupting a choice remark of Knights. You mustnt be seen weeping on my shoulder. Dont bother the girls with your attentions; make yourselves agreeable to other people.

He turned away, and Knight and Peplow after a moments hesitation set off to make themselves agreeable to such unfortunates as might have the ill-luck to encounter them. Carstairs stood smiling, and then, seeing Lady Penrose and Mrs. Jardine approaching from the opposite direction, went to meet them.

I want some tea, said Lady Penrose, as he turned and walked with them. We have been on the water, and come off hungry.

Rowing? asked Carstairs.

Lady Penrose shook her head. No, I have been sitting in the lap of luxury listening to poetry, she said, with a faint smile. Mr. Knight read the Lady of Shalott to us. It seemed so appropriate to float on the placid waters of the lake and have that read to one. Wasnt it sweet?

I suppose so, said Mrs. Jardine dubiously, but I thought that Mr. Knight hadnt quite caught the spirit of it.

M-m, said Lady Penrose, as Carstairs led them to chairs. I enjoyed it tremendously; surroundings, perhaps.

I never suspected Knight of a feeling for poetry, said Carstairs innocently. I thought he was quite an out-of-door man. But it is never safe to judge by appearances. Did he volunteer?

Not exactly, said Lady Penrose. Yes, two lumps, please. Oh, here comes the Baron!

Baron! repeated Carstairs.

Mrs. Jardine always refers to Captain Tollhurst as Baron Munchausen, for some reason, explained Lady Penrose.

Isabel! I never do, said the justly shocked Mrs. Jardine.

Well, you always know whom I mean when I do, replied her friend.

Quite a different thing, said Mrs. Jardine primly as the unsuspecting captain came towards them, followed by Pope, and sat down at the next table.

I saw you on the water, Lady Penrose, he said, leaning towards her with a significant smile.

I am fond of the water, especially when somebody else does the hard work, was the reply.

Not much hard work on that water, said the captain, smiling. I should like to take you canoeing on the rapids, Lady Penrose.

I thought they were dangerous, said Lady Penrose sweetly.

We havent all got your courage, Captain Tollhurst, said Mrs. Jardine.

No question of courage, I assure you, said the captain modestly. A little nerve, perhaps.

Well, youve got that, Tollhurst, said the admiring Pope. In the matter of nerve I should think you would be hard to beat. Tell them about the tiger you shot. The one that got you down, I mean. It made me go cold all over.

Do tell us, Captain Tollhurst, said Lady Penrose languidly. I am so warm.

Oh, it was nothing, said the captain, with a slight laugh. Pope happened to get on the subject of tigers this afternoon, and it reminded me. Brute sprang out on me from the jungle and knocked me over, and I shot it from my pocket with a revolver.

Fancy! said Pope, with the air of a showman. Through his pocket. He hadnt time to draw.

Must have seemed like a conjuring trick to the poor thing, said Lady Penrose, Was it hurt?

Smashed its jaw, said Pope, speaking for the captain. His second shot killed it.

How dreadful! said Lady Penrose, with a careless shudder. Im so fond of animals. I belong to the Society, you know.

Been more dreadful if it had killed Tollhurst, said Pope, staring at her.

Yes, said Lady Penrose reflectively as Captain Tollhurst raised his cup and took a couple of hasty gulps. Yes, I suppose it would.


CHAPTER IX

THERE was a little lull in the conversation, of which Lady Penrose, gazing dreamily at the landscape, seemed serenely unconscious. It was broken by Mr. Pope paying, in low tones, a compliment to the perfections of the tea-cake he was consuming, Somebody is in a hurry, said Carstairs, looking round at the sound of rapidly approaching footsteps. Why, Miss Blake! The girl, who had appeared suddenly round the side of the house, walking at a tremendous pace, took a laughing breath, and, throwing herself into a chair, pressed her hand to her side and said Oh!

What is the matter, Effie? exclaimed Mrs. Jardine.

Oh! said Miss Blake again. Oh my! she added.

Miss Seacombe appeared at that moment, also walking with what Mrs. Jardine considered unfeminine rapidity; the two girls exchanged glances and laughed.

What have you been doing? demanded Mrs. Jardine.

Miss Blakes dark eyes twinkled demurely. Nothing, she replied softly.

Weve had a walking-race with Sir Edward, explained Miss Seacombe. Effie won.

Walking-race? repeated Mrs. Jardine, rising and looking about her. On a hot day like this? Where is Sir Edward?

Miss Blake shook her head. Hes a bad third, she said, smiling. He is doing his best, but I dont think he is in very good condition. Oh, here he comes. Poor man! A little chorus of sympathy greeted Sir Edward and added to his annoyance. He paused as he reached the group, and, straightening his tall, willowy figure, essayed a smile. His hat was in his hand, and exercise on a hot day had played havoc with the thin locks trained across the top of his head.

Oh, Sir Edward, exclaimed Mrs. Jardine, in great concern; how inadvisable to make these girls run on such a hot day! But there  young men never will be reasonable.

Exercise, replied Talwyn, with an effort. I  Ive quite en  enjoyed it. I am glad I didnt win, though; it wouldnt have been polite.

It was easy for you to be polite in this case, murmured Miss Blake, as he sank into a chair and wiped his hot face. What are you smiling at?

Nothing, said Talwyn feebly.

If you mean to suggest that you let us win, said the justly indignant Miss Blake, its disgraceful.

I didnt say so, muttered Talwyn defensively.

Its men all over, continued the experienced maiden. They always pretend that they are superior in everything. A woman can do anything that a man can do. Mind that!

And do it better, added Miss Seacombe, with a challenging glance around.

We simply ran away from him, declared her friend.

Ah! there you are, said Talwyn. You  you oughtnt to have run in a walking-match, you know.

Miss Seacombe put her cup and saucer down with a little crash. O-oh! she gasped. The idea! Well have it over again, Effie, and Captain Tollhurst and Mr. Pope shall umpire. Come along, Sir Edward.

A faint remark of Mr. Popes concerning the heat passed unnoticed. The girls rose and stood waiting, and Talwyn, tugging at the ends of his long, drooping moustache, followed suit.

Effie! said Mrs. Jardine sharply. I wont have such nonsense. It is much too hot, and besides

Sir Edward wants to, said her niece. Dont you, Sir Edward?

Of course, said Talwyn; if you wish it. And if you dont think it is too hot for you.

Go ahead, breathed Tollhurst in his ear. Ill disqualify em. Come along, Pope. he added loudly.

How absurd! said Mrs. Jardine, as competitors and umpires moved off. Really I feel quite annoyed with Effie. I dont know what young women of the present day are coming to. I dont, indeed.

Carstairs shook his head in sympathy. Dont worry, Mrs. Jardine, he said gently, I feel sure she will win again.

Win! repeated the perturbed lady. Win! I dont mind a scrap whether she wins or not. That is not troubling me at all. Poor Sir Edward, she added, turning to Lady Penrose. Such a good-natured man. Most unselfish.

It is hard work for a man of his age, said Carstairs. Why didnt they challenge the boys? They would have enjoyed it.

Boys! repeated Mrs. Jardine, with lifted eyebrows.

Knight and Peplow, explained Carstairs. The two young men who are staying here. You know them slightly, I think.

Mrs. Jardine admitted the soft impeachment by a faint sniff. Very slightly, she said, after a pause.

Have you known the boys, as you call them, for long, Mr. Carstairs? inquired Lady Penrose.

Some time, said Carstairs, with nicely graduated truthfulness. Knight is a great friend of my aunts. Nice bright lads, I think.

Lads! exclaimed Mrs. Jardine.

They seem like it to my advanced years, said Carstairs, with a grimace. After all, they are not much more, are they? I suppose they have deserted the ladies in favour of a little exercise. Young men prefer sport even to reading poetry to the most charming of audiences.

Lady Penrose laughed. I had an idea that they were rather fond of ladies society, she said.

Oh, they are polite and attentive and all that sort of thing, of course, said Carstairs carelessly; but in their heart of hearts they prefer cricket. I know that I did.

And dont you? inquired Lady Penrose.

Time has affected my tastes, as no doubt it will affect theirs, was the reply. In another ten years or so they will probably be thinking of marrying.

It is possible that they are thinking of it already, said Mrs. Jardine primly.

Carstairs shook his head. Not at their age, he said decidedly. They have their way to make yet.

Young men dont always think of that, retorted Mrs. Jardine tartly.

True, said Carstairs. True. You are quite right. I suppose half the misery in the world is caused by rash and improvident marriages.

And the other half, Mr. Carstairs? said Lady Penrose languidly.

By not marrying at all.

Mrs. Jardine suppressed a startled little cough, and endeavoured, but in vain, to exchange glances with her friend. She returned to the subject in hand.

Young people are very apt to form foolish attachments, she said, shaking her head. One might call them entanglements.

Carstairs nodded wisely. Just so, he said slowly. Young people are naturally impetuous. But there are easy cures for the most desperate cases, I think.

Cures? said Mrs. Jardine.

Change of scene, said Carstairs confidently, fresh interests, other affinities. They soon forget.

Lady Penrose regarded him with amusement. Dear me! What a lot of experience you must have had! she murmured.

I never had more than a months holiday, you know, he reminded her. At the most dangerous age I only had a fortnight.

And you found that sufficient for purposes of obliteration?

I dare say it would have been, said Carstairs.

And how long would you give yourself now?

Carstairs looked up, and their eyes met. Trip round the world, I think, he said, with marked deliberation.

Lady Penrose gave a slight laugh. You are improving, she said.

And, of course, even that might not be successful, said Carstairs musingly.

It might not, said Lady Penrose, who found Mrs. Jardines expression somewhat trying. Still, it is no good taking up trouble before it comes.

Let us hope it will not come, said Carstairs piously. The trouble part, I mean.

Here comes Sir Edward, said Lady Penrose, with an abrupt change of subject. He must have won, I think; he is looking very pleased with himself.

No, said Talwyn, with an effort to look discomfited, I didnt win. Too bad. I was disqualified almost at the start. Pope and Tollhurst were both against me, so I had to retire. They wouldnt listen to me.

Mrs. Jardine made a slight noise, intended for sympathy. Where are the others? she inquired.

Talwyns grin would not be denied. Still racing, he said, in an indistinct voice, and covered his mouth with his hand.

He lit a cigarette, and leaned back in his chair with the air of a man who had earned his rest.

Very stiff, Pope and Tollhurst, he remarked. No arguing with them.

But why didnt the ladies retire when you were disqualified? inquired Carstairs.

Talwyn suddenly caressed his moustache again. I was a little way behind, he said, with an effort. Perhaps they didnt know.

Poor things! said Lady Penrose indignantly. Straining every nerve to beat a man who is lolling in an easy chair, smoking.

Theyre very keen, said Talwyn. It was a pleasure to see them. Both of them looking straight to their front and slogging away for all they were worth. Pope and Tollhurst had to trot to keep up with them. Pope looked as though he might have a temperature.

He gave a little sigh of satisfaction, and, stretching out his legs, sat gazing at his boots. As a matter of fact, he said, after an interval, I never was very fond of the strenuous life. Ive had to live it when travelling sometimes, but it was from necessity, not choice.

At our age began Carstairs.

I was always like it, interrupted Talwyn hastily.

Carstairs eyed him thoughtfully. Do you like shipboard? he inquired. Theres not much hard work there. Ive been thinking lately  Ive been wondering whether I wouldnt go for a cruise.

P. and O.! said Talwyn decidedly. You cant beat it.

I was thinking of something different, said Carstairs. My idea was a yacht. If I could get a few friends to come with me and keep me company, I think it would be nice to hire a steam yacht and go cruising at our pleasure. What do you think?

Ripping! ejaculated the other. If you could get the right people, he added, with a glance at Mrs. Jardine.

Everything depends upon that, of course, said Carstairs. If Lady Penrose and Mrs. Jardine would do me the honour

The two ladies looked at each other in surprise. It is one thing to go to a friends house and drink a cup of tea, but a cruise  a long cruise, perhaps! Their thoughts flew to clothes.

Would you be away for long? inquired Lady Penrose.

As long as you like, was the reply. A reply which set Talwyn and Mrs. Jardine gazing at each other, When do you propose to start? asked Lady Penrose.

October, I thought. Have the summer here and go South for the winter.

It sounds delightful, said Mrs. Jardine, with another glance at Talwyn. I suppose my niece is included in the invitation?

Of course, said Carstairs; and Miss Seacombe.

She cant go unless I go, said Lady Penrose thoughtfully.

Exactly, said Carstairs.

Lady Penrose coloured a little. It is very kind of you, she said slowly. I must think it over.

We will both think it over, if we may, said Mrs. Jardine. It is very kind of you, Mr. Carstairs. So far as I am concerned the proposal is most tempting.

Noise heard without, said Talwyn suddenly, with an uneasy attempt at facetiousness.

It is Effie, principally, said Mrs. Jardine, in resigned accents.

Miss Blakes voice was certainly high, but so also was Miss Seacombes. An apologetic, low-toned rumble appeared to belong to Messrs. Tollhurst and Pope. Talwyn shifted uneasily in his chair.

Here is the athlete! exclaimed Miss Blake, coming up and regarding him fixedly.

I was disqualified, murmured Talwyn, rising.

Miss Blake wiped her hot face and turned to her friend, scorning to notice the amused glances that were passing between the men. Her own expression reminded one of a cat that has lost a particularly fine mouse through its own stupidity.

Who won? inquired the venturesome Talwyn.

Miss Blakes face took on a deeper shade, but she made no reply.

We had to disqualify em both, said Pope, in tones of oily regret. And within twenty yards of the finish. Awful pity.

Why didnt you let us know that Sir Edward had given up? demanded Miss Seacombe.

Disqualified, corrected Talwyn.

Its not usual, said Pope. There is no reason for telling the other competitors. It is never done.

Never, corroborated Tollhurst. What good would it have done you?

Might have put you off your stroke, said Pope. You were walking splendidly at the time. It was a pleasure to watch you. I quite enjoyed it.

Ive no doubt, said Miss Blake bitterly. That is men all over, she added cryptically.

She threw herself into a chair, and after a slight struggle with herself accepted a glass of iced lemonade from the hands of Carstairs. A suggestion from Pope that the race should be walked over again  with other umpires  was received with silent disdain.

Been having a most interesting conversation while you were amusing yourselves, said Talwyn to Pope. Carstairs is talking of chartering a yacht and taking us all to foreign climes.

O-oh! said Miss Blake, clasping her hands and turning on Carstairs a smile that dazzled him. If all men were like him!

Even only a little bit like him, said Miss Seacombe, with a hostile glance at the other three.

Where are we going? when do we start? inquired Miss Blake, turning to Carstairs again.

There is nothing settled yet, said Mrs. Jardine. Mr. Carstairs has only just mentioned it, and I am not sure that we can go. Not at all sure.

I am going, said her niece decisively. If I cant go as a passenger, I shall go as a stowaway. But you are a splendid sailor, aunt, and a voyage would do you good. You havent been looking quite yourself for a long time.

Im well enough, thank you, retorted Mrs. Jardine.

And it would do me good, continued Miss Blake. I have not said anything about it, but for some time past  It is not a laughing matter, Mr. Pope.

Sorry, said the offender humbly. You look the picture of health. And the way you walk!

Appearances are deceptive, said Miss Blake coldly.

If your health is in inverse ratio to your appearance, and performances, you ought to see a doctor, said Pope solemnly.

Three doctors, said Carstairs, regarding her closely.

I am not going to quarrel with you, said Miss Blake, smiling at him. Do come and sit here and tell me all about it. Is Mrs. Ginnell coming?

Most certainly  if we go. She is quite enthusiastic about it.

If we go! repeated Miss Blake.

We dont care to go alone, said Carstairs. You must talk to Mrs. Jardine about it. Talk to her about your health. I fancy from her manner that she does not quite realise what a serious condition you are in. A long voyage, with pleasant society, might restore you. And, of course, we will take a doctor.


CHAPTER X

WHAT is all this talk about a yacht? inquired Knight, as they sat smoking in Popes room after dinner that night.

Yacht? said Carstairs, looking up.

Thing that floats on the water and is propelled by sails or steam, said Knight dryly.

Ive read of em, said Pope, tenderly removing the band from a fat cigar. In fact, I have occasionally seen them. Graceful things, most of them. Sit the water so well.

There is something about a yacht

Yes, I know, interrupted Knight. Thats just what I want to get at. What is all this about a yacht?

I had an idea of hiring one, said Carstairs mildly, and sailing away to distant solitudes in search of peace.

Far from the young and their noisy methods, added Pope, with a grin.

Curious thing is, they havent said anything to us about it, said Knight, with a perplexed look at Peplow. What does it mean, Freddie  any idea?

Mr. Peplow coughed.

Its a perfect bombshell, pursued Knight. It has blown all my arrangements to the winds. I was going to Scotland for two or three months in the autumn to stay with an uncle. This will be the second year I shall disappoint the old chap. He wont like it, Im afraid.

Who told you anything about it? demanded Carstairs.

Mrs. Ginnell, replied Knight. She is quite excited about it. She has gone to the library to read books of travel and furbish up her geography. Im afraid I rather disappointed her. I told her that I could only accept provisionally.

Provisionally? repeated Carstairs, staring at him.

Knight nodded. I dont go unless Miss Seacombe goes, of course, he replied. You couldnt expect it, Carstairs, and wild horses and a steam crane combined wouldnt get Freddie on board unless Miss Blake goes. He is quiet, but determined.

And it is quite possible that if you go they wont, said Carstairs. I wasnt going to say anything to you about it yet, but I forgot to warn my aunt. She is as precipitate as you are. She is much too young for her years.

But you couldnt go without us, said Knight. I mean, you wouldnt.

Never knew him to put his tail down like that before, murmured Pope, who was sitting by the open window looking at the moonlight.

We oughtnt to have come down here, said Knight thoughtfully. You ought to have sprung us as a pleasant surprise at the last moment.

Quite impossible, said Carstairs. It would look far too much of a put-up job. I had to let Lady Penrose know that we were acquainted. Hence the reason  one of them, I mean  of your visit here.

It ought to be very jolly if it comes off, said Knight.

Very, assented Carstairs. Pope and I are looking forward to a most amusing time.

Something like a happy family I saw once at a fair, said Pope, watching the smoke of his cigar as it floated out of the window. It consisted of a cat, a dog, a monkey, and doves and little white mice all shut up together in a cage. I think that the peace was kept by a judicious system of overfeeding.

Very good way, too, said Knight. But there are sometimes conditions at sea in which any feeding at all is unwelcome. We must have this trip, if its only to see you in a gale.

Pope laughed comfortably. I am an excellent sailor, he retorted. Why, five years ago, coming round the Lands End in heavy weather, I was the only passenger aboard that turned up to meals.

Triumph of the flesh over the spirit, said Knight.

Even the second mate, to whom I gave a cigar, threw it away after a couple of whiffs, continued Pope. I feel certain that half a dozen more would have finished him.

We dont doubt your word for a moment, said Knight. But when you have made an end of your boasting we will talk business. I have a sort of hopeful idea that Lady Penrose will accept in any case.

What makes you think so? inquired Carstairs.

Instinct, replied Mr. Knight. Something seems to tell me she will. I cant explain to anybody, especially to you. I just feel it in my bones. What do your bones say, Freddie?

Mr. Peplows bones not being in a communicative mood, Knight turned towards Pope.

I dont know, said that gentleman hastily. You leave my bones alone. Knight nodded with a satisfied air. I see, he said darkly. Thats good enough for me. You are quicker than I thought. It is never safe to judge by appearances. You are a kindred spirit, Pope. We understand each other.

Im blest if I know what you are talking about, blustered Pope.

No matter, said Knight, rising and going over to him. Have you got a cigar about you? Not one of the same brand that you gave to the poor mate.

He took one from the well-filled case and, lighting it delicately, returned to his seat.

I wonder what sort of a sailor Lady Penrose is? he said, blowing out a cloud of smoke and regarding it thoughtfully.

And old Mrs. Jardine? said Mr. Peplow. She is an excellent sailor, I understand, said Carstairs. But I dont understand your sudden concern for her welfare.

I was thinking of mine, said Mr. Peplow modestly. Things would be much brighter if Mrs. Jardine had to stay in her bunk most of the time. She has an extraordinary knack of turning up in the most unexpected places.

You shouldnt be in unexpected places, said his friend, shaking his head at him.

And she seems to regard me almost as though I were some dangerous animal, continued Mr. Peplow.

Absurd! said Pope and Knight together.

Vanity is his besetting sin, added Knight. My own opinion is that Mrs. Jardine regards him more in the light of a pertinacious blackbeetle than anything else. One day she will put her foot down, there will be a faint apologetic pop, and Freddie will disappear.

After the frivolity of his younger friends it was a relief to Carstairs to turn to the sedate enthusiasm of Talwyn. He was as eager for the expedition as Carstairs himself, and lost no opportunity of trying to persuade Mrs. Jardine to become a member of it. He got her to consent at last, provided that Lady Penrose would also join the party.

And she is hesitating, rather, said Mrs. Jardine.

What is the difficulty? inquired Talwyn.

There are one or two possible difficulties in the way, said Mrs. Jardine vaguely. The possible difficulties had been discussed with Lady Penrose, and both ladies had decided to do nothing in haste that they might repent of at leisure. The appearance of Knight and Peplow at Berstead had been something of a surprise to them; they had an uneasy idea that there might be a greater one in store.

In which case I really dont think I want to go, said Lady Penrose. The prospect of being on shipboard with Mr. Knight for some months is not alluring. I have a great objection to that young man.

Sir Edward is very keen, said Mrs. Jardine, with a sigh. I really dont think

And I gather that Captain Tollhurst is invited, said Lady Penrose.

Very interesting man, murmured Mrs. Jardine.

Very, agreed her friend. He must have been a great reader in his time, I should think, mostly of boys books of travel and adventure.

Sir Edward thinks a lot of him, said Mrs. Jardine defensively. I must say I rather like him.

Lady Penrose nodded. Anyway, Captain Tollhurst doesnt matter much, she said. As for the others, we must wait until we hear from Mr. Carstairs. He is coming on Wednesday afternoon with Mrs. Ginnell. I will sound him then.

I will come, too, if I may, said Mrs. Jardine. I like Mrs. Ginnell; and perhaps it would be just as well for me to hear exactly what is proposed. A hint or two might be of service.

She tried a few on Wednesday afternoon, and, as she confided to Lady Penrose afterwards, she might as well have tried them on the teapot. Her opinion of the simple-minded goodness of the man was improved, but her respect for his intelligence was not. And Mrs. Ginnell, alert and youthful, was equally obtuse. She saw only one side of the picture: a cheerful company, a bright sun, and summer seas. It was a relief to Mrs. Jardines mind when Mrs. Ginnell had finished her third cup and they all adjourned to the garden.

I do hope that you and Mrs. Jardine have made up your minds to come, said Carstairs to Lady Penrose, as they walked slowly down a box-edged path. If you dont Im afraid the whole scheme will fall through.

I dont see why it should, was the reply. There must be plenty of people who would jump at it.

Carstairs shook his head. Besides, I dont want plenty of people, he said slowly, although, of course, I should extend a hearty welcome to any friends of yours that you might wish to bring.

And suppose that you didnt like them? said Lady Penrose, playing for an opening.

It wouldnt matter.

Im afraid that I am more particular, or, if you like, more selfish, said Lady Penrose. I shouldnt care to go for a long voyage with people that I did not like. Carstairs stole an appraising glance at her, and as a result decided to run a slight risk of disaster. Of course, he said cheerfully; so I will give you a list of my guests, and you can strike out those you dont like. Lady Penrose laughed. Nonsense, she said, colouring slightly. It has nothing to do with me. I couldnt dream of doing such a thing.

Then you will come? said Carstairs. Lady Penrose hesitated. Suppose you make the same offer to Mrs. Jardine, she suggested, and give her the list.

I  I prefer to rely on your judgment, said Carstairs.

Who is coming? she asked, after a pause.

Carstairs went through the names. And I understand that my aunt has invited Knight and Peplow, he concluded. They are staying with us, you know.

Yes, said Lady Penrose slowly. Yes  I am not very fond of Mr. Knight.

Carstairs gave a little wave of the hand. Strike him off, then, he said cheerfully.

Im afraid my aunt will be very disappointed, but still   

I cant possibly interfere with your arrangements, said Lady Penrose, with a little laugh of annoyance. And what do you think Mrs. Ginnell would say?

She is very set on your coming, said Carstairs, and will be very much upset if the whole thing falls through, as it will if you dont come. I am sure that you will not let your plans be upset by a youngster of that age. Apart from that you would like to come?

Very much.

Then that is settled, said Carstairs. I absolutely decline to let any half-baked boy upset my plans in that fashion. It is making far too important a person of him. Dont you feel that?

I dont think that he would, said Lady Penrose.

You will come? said Carstairs. Please say  yes. If you dont I can never look my poor aunt in the face again.

Lady Penrose hesitated. Thank you very much, she said at last, with a faint smile. You have put so much responsibility upon me that I couldnt refuse, even if I wanted to.

Thats right, said Carstairs joyfully.

And now let us go and tell Mrs. Jardine. Next Monday I shall set out in quest of the safest and sturdiest craft I can find; speed no object.

Mrs. Jardine received the news calmly, and, with perfect confidence in her friends judgment, gratefully accepted the invitation. Details (partial) furnished after the visitors had departed left her less satisfied.

It ought to be very pleasant, she said slowly. It is a pity that Mr. Carstairs is so slow of comprehension. However, there is plenty of time for us to change our mind if we wish.

I am going, said Lady Penrose. I have promised.

You have made promises before, said Mrs. Jardine, with a wise nod.

What do you mean? inquired her friend, with a little heat.

And I know how binding they are, concluded Mrs. Jardine ambiguously.

Lady Penrose looked at her, but, being blessed with an excellent memory, refrained from pursuing the subject. She sat gazing at a bed of geraniums and turning over in her mind an idea that had suddenly occurred to her.

Do you think that Mr. Carstairs is as single-minded and ingenuous as he seems? she inquired.

Certainly I do, said Mrs. Jardine. Its the only defect in his character so far as I can see. I am not sure that I wouldnt call him simple. In a nice, pleasant way, of course, but certainly simple.

I wonder! said Lady Penrose, knitting her brows.

At the same time Mr. Carstairs, suffering from severe twinges of conscience, was calling himself a rascal of the deepest dye.


CHAPTER XI

BE good, said Mr. Biggs.

Mr. Bob Watson, his assistant, who had got the afternoon off, waved his hand and strode away jauntily. Nearly at the gate, however, he paused, and, eyeing a small figure that had just entered, turned round and signalled to Mr. Biggs. The small figure, supporting an enormous left cheek with a not over-clean hand, scowled at him darkly and continued on its way to the garage. Mr. Watson, much interested, followed.

Yes, sir? said Mr. Biggs, with a wink at Mr. Watson. What can I do for you, sir? Why, bless my soul, I seem to know that face! And yet somehow I dont seem to know it. Do you know it, Bob?

Mr. Dawson shook his head. Its a perfect stranger to me, he said, in a puzzled voice. Seems to have a sort of likeness to that silly little page, Albert.

Its much better-looking than Alberts, said Mr. Biggs; better nourished, too.

Its something like our Albert might be, though, after kissing a honey-bee what didnt want to be kissed, maintained Mr. Watson.

Ive got a message for you from the guvnor, said the boy, speaking with difficulty from the right-hand side of his mouth.

It is Albert! said Biggs, with an air of great surprise. Well, I never did. How well you are looking, Albert! Why, your left cheek is almost grown up.

Toothache, said Albert indistinctly. Abscess. Ive got to go to the dentist.

Well, run away, Albert, said Mr. Biggs, with a benevolent smile. We dont want to keep you. But its a pity to spoil that cheek.

Youve got to take me, said Albert, with a horrible leer of triumph. Mr. Carstairs said so. To Bosham, thirteen miles off. I like motoring.

Mr. Biggss smile vanished with a suddenness that was almost startling, and he stood gazing in helpless fury at the small figure before him.

I like motoring, repeated Albert, making a praiseworthy attempt to smack his lips. And you are to start at once. Mr. Carstairs said so. Mr. Markham has been on the phone, and I have got an appointment at three. Hurry up!

Hardly able to believe his ears, Mr. Biggs caught his breath, and for one brief moment toyed with the idea of putting both cars out of action. Then his gaze fell on the grinning Watson, and his expression changed.

If you want anything for yourself, Bob, he said, taking a pace towards him, youve only got to say so, you know.

I dont, said the other, retreating. So long. Be good.

The few but powerful words wrenched from Mr. Biggs died away in the recesses of the garage. He tore his jacket from its peg, put on his cap with a bang, and, walking to the front of the car, started the engine. The unexpected appearance of the butler provided the finishing touch to his discomfiture.

Why dont you make haste, Albert? demanded the latter, with a fine disregard of Mr. Biggs.

I did tell him to hurry up, sir, said the boy. I suppose he is doing his best. I think he is.

A weird, choking noise, instantly suppressed, proceeded from the interior of the suffering Mr. Biggs.

Get out of the way, he said, addressing the butler; Im coming out.

He came out so suddenly that the butler had to side-step with more haste than dignity. The car went on for sixty or seventy yards, and, pulling up, waited for the indignant Albert to overtake it. His attempt to get up in front was promptly frustrated by the chauffeur.  

In behind, said that gentleman briefly.

I ought to ride in front by rights, said the boy rebelliously.

You ought to be buried by rights, retorted Mr. Biggs dispassionately. Get in, unless you want me to drive off without you. And hide that face in a pocket-handkerchief  if youve got one.

He sat looking straight in front of him, turning a deaf ear to the instructions given to the boy by the butler, who had come up; instructions on the need for haste if the appointment was to be kept and trouble with Mr. Carstairs avoided. Also that it was a business visit, and no joy-riding was to be permitted.

And consider yourself lucky, concluded Mr. Markham impressively, that you have a car to ride in and a fairly capable man to drive you.

The fairly capable man let in his clutch so sharply that Albert nearly rolled off his seat as the car started off. Then he adjusted himself comfortably, and, leaning back, prepared to enjoy himself as much as his malady would permit. It was his first motor-ride, and for a time the aching tooth was almost forgotten.

The village street was somewhat busy, and Mr. Biggs, slowing down through the traffic, went slower still at the sight of a stylish figure in front of the general shop. He brought the car to a standstill, and Miss Mudge, with a bright smile, turned towards him.

Unexpected pleasure, declared the chauffeur politely.

Where are you off to? inquired Miss Mudge, with a glance at the small figure behind.

Bosham, replied Mr. Biggs. Im taking this thing to have a milk-tooth pulled out.

Poor Albert! said the girl, with womanly sympathy. Does it hurt you much, dear?

Who are you  dearing? croaked the offended youth. Of course it hurts. If the chauffeur doesnt hurry up I shall miss my appointment.

Oh, what a temper it is in! exclaimed Miss Mudge, drawing back in pretended alarm. Dont let me detain you, Mr. Biggs. Good-bye.

Theres no hurry, declared the chauffeur. You mustnt take any notice of Albert. Nobody does. Why not hop on and come along with us?

Miss Mudge shook her head. I should like to, she said, but Im only off till half-past four. My lady said I was to be sure and be in by then. Shes going out.

Half-past four? said Mr. Biggs. Why, theres heaps and heaps of time.

He leaned across and opened the door, and Miss Mudge, after a moments hesitation, stepped in and took the seat beside him.

I hope my hat will stick on, she said doubtfully. It wasnt made for motoring.

Ill go easy, said Mr. Biggs, regarding it with open admiration. If I might say so, it suits you wonderfully.

Miss Mudge sighed You ought to have seen the one I had last year, she said. Its a pity that fashions change so. You no sooner get something that suits you than something else comes in.

How is this for speed? inquired Mr. Biggs, who was doing a gentle twelve miles an hour.

Just right, said Miss Mudge. I like going slow; you can see the scenery better. Talking about scenery, did you know Im going with my lady in the yacht? Shes promised to take me. It ought to be heavenly.

Mr. Biggss face fell. Must you go? he inquired.

Why, I want to go, said the other. I wouldnt miss it for worlds.

The chauffeurs face grew more sombre. And leave all your friends behind? he said reproachfully.

Perhaps theyll be glad to get rid of me, said Miss Mudge flippantly. Besides, I shant leave them all behind; Mr. Markham is coming to look after things. Mr. Carstairs thinks a lot of him, I am told.

I suppose Markham told you so, said the chauffeur, trembling with wrath.

The girl shook her head. Everybody says so, she replied softly.

Mr. Biggs drove on in silence. Vitriolic things trembled on his lips; things unfit for the delicate ears of Miss Mudge.

I wish October was here, she said presently. Ive always wanted to see the world, and its delightful to see it that way. No trains to catch, no packing up and moving from place to place. Its heavenly. If I dont have a good time it wont be my fault.

Mr. Biggs grunted, and, looking straight before him, drove on steadily.

Dont you wish you were coming? inquired the girl, leaning towards him.

Do you wish I was? countered Mr. Biggs, also leaning a little bit out of the perpendicular.

I shouldnt mind, was the reply.

Mr. Biggs leaned a little more in her direction, until a tendril of hair brushed lightly against his cheek. He drove on in a kind of pleasant dream, until a sensation of hot air playing on the back of his neck brought him back suddenly to earth again. He turned fiercely, and the pallid face of Albert receded to a safe distance.

Hurry up, mumbled that young gentleman. I shall miss my appointment.

Ill  hurry you, said the indignant chauffeur, in a fury. How dare you stick that unwholesome face of yours against a ladys? What do you mean by it? What did you say?

I said it wasnt so close as yours, replied Albert, and neither it was. Ive been watching you. You were told to get me to the dentists at three.

To Miss Mudges great surprise, Mr. Biggs touched something on the wheel and the speed increased every second. When the speedometer was showing thirty miles an hour she looked at him inquiringly, and in return got a faint wink from his left eyelid. The speedometer climbed up to thirty-five and then the needle began to drop back again.

Something wrong, said Mr. Biggs, with another faint movement of the eyelid. Sparking-plug, I think.

He pulled up fifty yards further on, and, ignoring the request of Albert for information, raised the bonnet and peered in. Then he came back again, and, requesting the girl to stand up, raised the lid of the seat and took out some tools.

Anything wrong? she inquired.

Nothing much, he replied. A matter of ten minutes or so. Im sorry for Face-ache, but it cant be helped. Thats the worst of motor-cars. One moment you are bowling along at forty miles an hour, and the next you are waiting for somebody to give you a tow to the nearest garage. I remember once, before I came to Mr. Carstairs

Why dont you hurry up? demanded Albert.

Sorry, sir, said Mr. Biggs, in tones of deep respect. Ill be as quick as possible. Perhaps youd like to get out and stretch your legs a bit? I feel as if I could work faster if I didnt have your eagle eye on me all the time.

Albert cast a malevolent glance upon the tittering Miss Mudge, but made no reply, and the chauffeur, whistling in the preoccupied fashion of a busy man, set to work. The girl got out and sat on the bank, rising after a time to loiter up and down the road.

Havent you nearly finished? she said at last. Youve got to get me back at halfpast four sharp, you know.

Thatll be all right, said Mr. Biggs, looking at the clock. Theres time to draw all Alberts teeth and rig him up with a set of new ones. Ive just finished.

He closed up the bonnet and, putting his tools away, started the engine, and climbed to his seat, followed by Miss Mudge.

Its a shame, she giggled, as they sped on. How can you tease the poor child like that?

Cant be helped, said Mr. Biggs, in a loud voice. Nobody can prevent accidents. But for that we should have kept our time.

He was rewarded by an understanding glance from Miss Mudge, and, somewhat pleased with himself, drove the rest of the way in high spirits.

Look slippy, my lad, he said amiably as he pulled up at the dentists. Shut your eyes, open your mouth, and mind you dont swallow the nippers.

Five-and-twenty past three, said Miss Mudge, as the door opened and the boy disappeared.

Youll be home at a quarter past four, said Mr. Biggs. Just take care of the car for a moment; I want to get something.

He went off up the road and disappeared into a confectioners, returning after a short interval with a large box of chocolates dangling from his forefinger by a piece of pink ribbon. He placed them on the girls lap and, declining a share in favour of a cigarette, noted with warm approval the correctness of her table manners. He felt that he could sit and talk to her for hours.

A quarter to four, she said suddenly.

He wont be a minute now, said the other confidently.

Miss Mudge consumed three or four more chocolates, and then, closing the cardboard box, sat tapping it impatiently with the tips of her fingers. Her restlessness communicated itself to the chauffeur, and two or three times, with an air of hurrying things, he stood up and peered at the dentists windows. They stared blankly at him in return.

I shall get into trouble, said the girl uneasily. Youd better drive me home as fast as you can, and then come back for him.

Mr. Biggs shook his head. Hes a disagreeable little beast, he said slowly, and hed jump at the chance to make mischief if he came out and found us gone. Very likely go by train to Pettle and walk six miles home from there to make trouble.

The church clock, in a marked, deliberate fashion, struck four.

Ill fetch him out, snarled Mr. Biggs. Ill

He dashed up the steps and pressed the bell. A maid-servant, after a decent interval, opened the door.

Hes in the waiting-room, she said, in reply to the chauffeurs question.

In the waiting-room! exclaimed Mr. Biggs. Why doesnt he come out?

The maid stared at him. Hes waiting to be attended to, she said firmly.

Wait gasped Mr. Biggs. Wait  

Where is the room? I want to see him.

He followed close on her heels, and burst into a stiff, cheerless-looking room furnished with soiled copies of Punch and illustrated papers of the year before last. Albert, who was reading a paper, put it down and eyed him languidly.

Whats all this about? demanded the chauffeur. Why arent you ready? What have you been doing?

Missed my appointment, said Albert, with a faint sigh. I told you it was for three oclock. But I dont mind waiting; this is a most interesting story.

You hurry up, said Mr. Biggs truculently, else youll be sorry for it, you miserable little toad!

Youve no right to talk to him like that, said a middle-aged woman, who was the only other occupant of the room. In my opinion the boy is a perfect little gentleman. Hes already given up his turn to two people; and Im sure hes suffering.

Very good, said Mr. Biggs, after a merciful attack of speechlessness. Very good; Ill tell Mr. Carstairs of this.

Mr. Carstairs wouldnt mind; its the thing he would do himself, retorted Albert in a saintly voice. He

Ready for you now, said the maid, opening the door and beckoning.

Albert rose, and, with a somewhat disappointed glance at the clock, went out.

We shall just do it, said Mr. Biggs, returning to the car. I dont suppose itll take more than a minute now.

He started the engine and resumed his seat. Ten minutes later he switched it off again, and sat in a state of suppressed fury listening to the complaints of his distressed companion.

Its all your fault, she said hotly. If you hadnt been so clever teasing the boy it wouldnt have happened.

You enjoyed it, urged Mr. Biggs. I saw you smiling.

You wont see me smile again in a hurry, said Miss Mudge grimly. But go on, put the blame on me! Anything more you would like to say?

She pitched the box of chocolates on the floor of the car, and, opening the door, stepped out and paced restlessly up and down the footpath. At exactly twenty minutes to five the dentists front door opened, and Albert, with a somewhat improved appearance, paused on the top step for a few words with the maid. He sauntered down the steps just as Mr. Biggs started the engine.

Where have you been? demanded the chauffeur, glaring at him. Dont you try and tell me that it has taken him all this time to draw a tooth.

No, it wouldnt be true, said Albert. He found another tooth with a hole in it; so I told him he might as well stop it. Hes got a thing like a sewing-machine, and

He drew back appalled before the frenzy in Mr. Biggss face.

Are you going to start, or are we going to stay here all day? inquired Miss Mudge. Get up, Albert.

Its your place, said the boy quickly.

Im going in behind, said the girl.

Ill come, too, said Albert.

Not with me, you wont, said the girl, getting in and closing the door. Make haste and get in. Theres a box of chocolates on the floor you can have.

No, he cant! grunted Mr. Biggs, as the car started.

Theyre my chocolates, said Miss Mudge, and I can give them to who I like. Pick them up, Albert.

The boy, with his eye on the chauffeur, obeyed.

Now eat them.

Albert shook his head, but, the command being repeated, drew a large chocolate, decorated with a crystallised violet, from the box, and delicately bit off the end. Slight sucking noises testified to his enjoyment, and after a minute or two of very justifiable nervousness he settled back in his seat and gave himself up to the full enjoyment of the position.

Thank you for a very pleasant afternoon, said Miss Mudge, with a toss of her head, as she descended at the gate. And thanks so much for getting me into trouble.

It wasnt my fault, said the hapless Mr. Biggs.

Being done by a babe in arms like that! said Miss Mudge, with a glance at Albert. Id be ashamed of myself. Thank goodness youre not coming to sea with us!

I dont know so much about that, said Mr. Biggs. Perhaps I can if I want to. Perhaps Lady Penrose wont take you  now.

Miss Mudge slammed the gate.


CHAPTER XII

MR. BIGGS put the matter of the yacht right next day. It appeared from his own showing that he could be of great use in the engine-room, while, on the other hand, as an honest man and an Englishman, he had a great objection to staying at home on full pay with nothing to do for it. Permission was accorded so readily that, relating the matter to Mr. Watson afterwards, he was half disposed to regret that he had not asked to go as a passenger.

Cheekll do anything almost, assented Mr. Watson. What do you know about a ships engines?

More than you know about a cars, retorted the other. When a mans got a head for machinery  which you havent  nothing comes amiss to him. I havent seen the machinery I couldnt understand, yet.

That shows your sense, said Watson. Its no good going out of your way to look for trouble, I mean. However, I hope youll have a good time; Im going to. I wonder the guvnor dont take the housemaids and the gardeners as well; they could lend you a hand in the engine-room.

As a matter of fact, the rest of the staff, with one exception, manifested no desire to tempt their fortunes on the stormy deep. Board wages and an easy existence for some months was the height of their ambition. The exception was Albert, and, until his desires were made known, a little confusion was caused by his unusual behaviour.

Id sooner have a ghost in the place, declared Pope to Carstairs one day. The little beast simply haunts me. Whats the matter with him?

Carstairs shook his head. I seem to have seen more of him lately, he remarked. I have nearly fallen over him twice.

Whenever I turn my head, there is that infernal boy somewhere near, said Pope. And theres a curious pale smile about him I dont like. Dye think its mental?

No, no! said Carstairs hastily. Of course it isnt. Dont give way to such fancies; theyre unhealthy. Your head is all right.

Mine? gasped his incensed friend. Mine? I am talking about the boys. Hes getting very strange in his manner. Only yesterday he stole up behind me and picked a bit of fluff off my coat. I didnt know he was there, and it gave me quite a turn.

Thats odd, said Carstairs, looking perplexed. He picked two bits of fluff off me this morning. At two different times.

Lets have him up and question him, said Pope, crossing to the bell. Tackle him gently.

Bait your coat with a piece of fluff, said Carstairs, with a grin; that would give us an opening.

Albert, whose conscience was no clearer than that of the average page, received the summons with some trepidation. The slow arranging of Mr. Popes pince-nez added to his discomfiture, and he stood trying to think out replies to any misdemeanours with which he might be charged.

Have you quite recovered from your visit to the dentist? inquired Carstairs.

Me, sir? Yessir, replied the boy.

You dont appear to be quite well, said Carstairs musingly.

Perfectly well, sir, said the puzzled Albert. Thank you, sir.

Then what do you mean by it? inquired Pope, taking off his folders and shaking them at him threateningly. What do you keep getting in my way for and following me about? And Mr. Carstairs?

Nothing, sir, said Albert. I  I didnt know you had noticed it, sir.

Thats an admission, said Pope, turning a red face to Carstairs.

I  I wanted to ask you something, sir, said the boy, turning to the latter.

Well?

Albert twisted his hands together. I wanted to ask  whether  I could go, he said desperately.

Go! repeated his astonished employer. Why, of course you can. Why didnt you ask before?

The tension of Alberts features relaxed, and was succeeded by a radiant smile. I thought there mightnt be room, sir, he said simply.

Carstairs turned with a perplexed gaze to Pope. Room? he repeated slowly. Room?

On the boat, sir, explained the boy, staring in his turn.

A startled grunt from Mr. Pope and a sudden exclamation from Mr. Carstairs added to his mystification. Carstairs was the first to recover.

Of course, he said, smiling. Very thoughtful of you; but I have no doubt we shall be able to find room somewhere.

If we couldnt, said Pope, with great solemnity, wed make it.

Albert eyed him dubiously, and, retiring in good order, closed the door and danced downstairs in an ecstasy of delight.

That settles it; we must now redouble our efforts to get a satisfactory craft, said Carstairs. It would never do to break faith with Albert.

He would be much more disappointed than Lady Penrose, said Pope. We had better go up to-morrow and see that yacht broker Talwyn mentioned. Tollhurst offered to come with us. He  he is going to help me buy guns and things.

Guns? said his friend, staring.

Must have a shot-gun, replied Pope, reddening. One thing is, it will be useful down here. And perhaps a rifle. Every man ought to know how to use one. Might be useful on board. You never know.

Carstairs groaned. Youve been talking to Tollhurst, he said accusingly. All right. Well mount a couple of brass cannon as well. What about a black flag?

Pope turned a deaf ear. At the age of fifty he had resolved to become a sportsman; a resolution partly due to the narratives of Captain Tollhurst, and partly to the rabbits which came out in their thousands in the park at sunset. Up to the present he had contented himself with taking sighting-shots at them with a walking-stick, developing an accuracy of aim which he felt sure would prove of value later on. Birds  half a mile distant  had also been satisfactorily accounted for.

They took the business of the yacht first next day, a story of a rhinoceros and Captain Tollhurst helping to beguile the tedium of the journey. A story told so modestly that only the thoughtful listener could appreciate the high courage and resourcefulness displayed by the survivor.

It was a matter of surprise to Carstairs, who had never given the matter much thought, that the choice of steam yachts of the tonnage required was a somewhat limited one, but by what the broker described as an extraordinary slice of luck the very craft they were looking for was at that moment undergoing repairs at Southampton. Photographs and plans seemed eminently satisfactory, and they left after making an arrangement to view the Starlight, fourteen hundred tons, three days later.

It would have been more interesting, said Tollhurst, as they returned to the car, to have hired a small sailing yacht.

You mean more dangerous, said Pope accusingly. So far as I am concerned, I prefer size and security.

The captain laughed and shook his head. A little element of uncertainty, that is all, he replied Not for the ladies, said Pope solemnly.

I had forgotten them, was the reply.

I expect we shall have all the uncertainty we want, said Carstairs amiably; but if you find the voyage palls we can always land you and Pope at some place where you can risk your lives. And pick you up afterwards  if there is anything to pick up. Now, what about these guns?

Tollhurst gave a direction to Biggs, and five minutes afterwards they pulled up at a gunsmiths and laid the foundations of a small but efficient armoury. A hammerless ejector gun, a sporting rifle, a rabbit rifle, and an automatic pistol of the newest pattern went home with Pope in the car.

To-morrow, he said, toying with the little rifle, I will get my hand in on a few rabbits.

Tollhurst nodded. I will come with you, he said; but I should advise the gun to begin with. A rabbit is a small target, you know.

You know best, said Pope, somewhat ungraciously. I thought there would be more sport with a bullet, that is all. The shot-gun is too certain.

Sheer butchery, said Carstairs, with a glance at Tollhurst.

They ought to have a chance, said Pope judicially. However, if Tollhurst doesnt think so, perhaps I had better take the gun.

Take the rifle by all means, if you wish, said Tollhurst. The head is as good a place to hit them in as any, he added, with a return glance at Carstairs.

It was a scarcely perceptible glance, but Pope saw it and lapsed into silence, which, except for an occasional grunt, he maintained until the end of the journey. Upon one thing he was determined: he would astonish them all next day.

He arose at six next morning, and went out for a little preliminary rifle practice. Ten shots at the trunk of a beech tree at fifty yards furnished no data, the wood simply swallowing the bullets without revealing the place of entry. An empty tomato-can perched on a post deflected them at ten yards range in a way that was almost uncanny. If a tomato-can could behave in that fashion, what might be expected of a rabbit? Perturbed in spirit, Mr. Pope returned to the house and, meeting Biggs on the way, gave him the rifle to clean.

In the result he resolved to thin the rabbits out (his own expression) with the gun, and soon after six that evening, accompanied by Tollhurst, he set off to a sandy bank on the confines of the park. Trees and gorse afforded good cover, and, stealing up with the caution of a Red Indian, he discharged both barrels at a little group forty yards distant. The earth swallowed them up immediately, including the two he had hit.

Ill swear I winged them, he said, after a search.

Tollhurst nodded. Gone to die in their holes, he said briefly. Often happens. We must try further along now.

They went on in silence, Pope with his lips pursed and his gun ready. Restless rabbits, unable to stay in one place for more than a second or two at a time, he ignored. He wanted something less mobile, and it presented itself at last in the shape of a huge elderly buck rabbit which was sitting under an oak tree taking the air. Trembling with excitement, Pope held his breath, and was just taking careful aim, when the veteran arose and went for a gentle constitutional behind a clump of gorse.

Its gone, whispered Pope.

Plenty more, said his friend. Be quicker next time.

Mr. Pope attributed his failure to that advice. Left to himself, he felt sure that he could have shot rabbits. As it was, bits of gorse were blown to pieces and patches of turf rose into the air. At the end of an hour Tollhurst, looking in the direction of the house, muttered something about dinner.

Ill come when Ive got a rabbit, said Pope grimly. You go.

Left to himself, he flitted noiselessly about and blazed away at intervals, until at length, tired and dispirited, he sat down and drew out his cigarette case. A figure approaching in the dusk drew near, and revealed itself as Mr. Biggs.

Any sport, sir? inquired the chauffeur respectfully.

Pope told him. He also referred in scathing terms to the acrobatic proclivities of his quarry.

Mr. Biggs looked longingly at the gun. Long time since I shot any, sir, he said, with a sigh.

Can you shoot? inquired Pope.

Ive shot thousands in my time, sir, said the chauffeur, when I was a boy, at home.

Pope took up his gun and held it out to him. Kill a few thousands now, he said vindictively.

Mr. Biggs thanked him and withdrew noiselessly. An occasional report indicated that he was doing his best to carry out instructions. Pope, leaning back with a pleasant sense of fatigue, went on smoking. It was not until he had finished his third cigarette that he saw the chauffeur returning.

Any luck? he called out.

Mr. Biggs shook his head. I wont blame them, he said frankly. I suppose my eye is out, or my hand; perhaps both.

But said Pope, and pointed to three rabbits the other was carrying.

Not mine, sir, said Biggs. Wish they were. I picked them up as I went along.

Pope stared at him. They must be mine, then, he said, in a puzzled voice.

Unless anybody else has been shooting, said Mr. Biggs, gazing afar off. Theyre fresh killed. You must have been shooting better than you thought.

Mr. Pope thought so, too, and, extending his hand for the rabbits and the gun, set off in the direction of the house. Mr. Biggs accompanied him half-way, and then, with a respectful Good night, turned off.

Tired but happy, Pope reached the house, and, rejecting the offer of a footman to take his burden, made his way to the dining-room, and stood framed in the doorway. A slight exclamation from Tollhurst called attention to his presence.

Well done! said Carstairs.

Pope smiled. Not much of a bag, he said modestly.

Poor things! said Mrs. Ginnell, shaking her head at him. Murderer!

Not at all, murmured Pope.


CHAPTER XIII

THE inspection of the yacht was so satisfactory that Carstairs made up his mind on the spot, and for the next month or two had many pleasant jaunts to Southampton to mark progress. Members of the expedition spent the time in providing things for the voyage according to their several tastes; the fact that Albert had laid in a stock of three mouth organs and a tin whistle coming in for much adverse comment on the part of Mr. Biggs.

The Starlight weighed anchor on a fine morning in early October. A light breeze and a slight touch of autumn in the air added to the enjoyment of the voyagers, whose numbers were now increased by an unnecessarily good-looking young doctor named Maloney, and Miss Flack, a spinster of mature years and lifelong friend of Mrs. Jardine. Seated in little groups on deck, Mr. Carstairs guests, idly watching the passing craft, looked forward with some zest to a life of exciting but harmless adventure. The doctor, who had made several voyages, was pleased to find himself regarded as an authority on all things nautical, and was at once elevated to a position from which the other men sought in vain to remove him.

I should have thought the sea was the worst place in the world for a man of your profession, remarked Knight, after listening to one or two episodes.

The doctor stroked a very fine moustache. Why? he inquired.

No practice, was the reply.

Youre wrong, said Maloney. Its what I come to sea for. Suppose I was ashore and you had got to lose a leg, say. Would you come to me?

I would not, said Knight bluntly.

Exactly, said Maloney, nodding. But youve got no choice here. Thats where I have you. If you get anything wrong with you, you dont turn over the Medical Directory and pick out your man; you come to me. And you cant upset my diagnosis. Thats a great thing. Thats a comforting thing.

For whom? inquired Peplow seriously.

All of us, said Maloney, lowering his voice as two of the ladies passed. If you pass away because I treat you for muscular rheumatism by removing your appendix, its much better for your peace of mind  to say nothing of my own  you shouldnt know that but for a pardonable error you might have lived another fifty years.

Mr. Peplow shuddered. Are you an Irishman? he inquired thoughtfully.

The other shook his head. Not since my grandfather, he replied. When I was born the brogue got mislaid. Besides, I am too serious-minded for an Irishman.

I never have any use for a doctor, said Knight casually, but if I had I should choose a man of some age.

Im just the right age, said Maloney. Thirty; just young enough to be interesting, and just old enough to know how to.

He strolled off with a smile, and dropping into a chair between Miss Seacombe and Miss Blake, just vacated by Mrs. Jardine, at once proceeded to justify his statement.

Who shipped that chap? demanded Knight, turning to Pope.

Carstairs, was the reply. He said that he reminded him of you. Jolly chap; knows his job, too. Hes got a splendid lot of instruments; I have seen them.

Youll see them again, said Knight solemnly. Mark my words if you dont.

What a romantic end to a useful and well-spent life, to be buried at sea a thousand miles from land!

It was a matter for congratulation that when they emerged from the shelter of the Isle of Wight they found the Channel as smooth as the proverbial mill-pond. The evening air was bracing and just cool enough to make the change to the warm dining-room acceptable. Half-way through the meal Mr. Pope paid a heartfelt tribute to the cook, warmly seconded by Mr. Peplow.

It must be a beautifully built ship, said Miss Flack; there is absolutely no motion.

And not at all stuffy, said Mrs. Jardine.

It is difficult to realise that we are at sea, said Pope, looking around.

It is a difficulty that time will solve, said the doctor. I had the same difficulty myself once, and twelve hours later I thought that I was in a boat-swing that fancied itself a roundabout.

Did it  did it upset your digestion? inquired Miss Flack delicately.

It did not, said the doctor. It upset my head.

Vertigo, explained Pope, with a wise nod.

Edge of the fore-scuttle, corrected the doctor, and one of the hands who was coming up at the time. He got a very interesting case of concussion. Hed have been in bed till the end of the voyage if the second mate hadnt taken the case out of my hands. He used a counter-irritant in the shape of two clumps on the head. I did think of sending an account of the case to the Lancet.

Miss Flack looked mystified. How interesting! she murmured, and turned with some relief to help herself to trifle.

The next two days passed with equal serenity, a condition of things for which, judging from their remarks, his gratified guests seemed to hold Carstairs responsible. Reading, conversation, and games made the time pass pleasantly enough, the devotion of Mr. Knight to law books of a singularly uninviting appearance calling for much surprised comment. It was whispered  by the admiring Mrs. Ginnell  that he was going to read for the Bar on his return to England, but after one morning during which a lot of silly people, including several old enough to know better, walked round and round the ship in line for the pleasure of passing him on tiptoe and saying Hsh! as they approached, he threw up his studies in disgust.

He awoke on the fourth day at sea to find his bunk out of the horizontal and a floor which was never in the same place for two seconds together. He shaved himself carefully and, grinning with anticipation, went on deck. The fresh morning air, with a touch of rain in it, was delightful, but the sea was of a dirty brown and the sky overcast. The deck looked wet and desolate; the bows rose and fell again with a resounding slap.

Dirty weather? he inquired of the boatswain, who was passing.

Not yet, sir, was the reply, but I fancies as we shall get it in the Bay. If I was you, sir, I should eat all I could stow away to-day.

Oh, Im all right, said Knight sharply. I was thinking of the others  the ladies.

Mr. Tam nodded, and turned to gaze with some interest at Miss Mudge, who, appearing hastily from the companion, passed them in a series of little tottering runs. Between runs she stood swaying to and fro in an effort to regain her balance and gazing with much distaste at the tumbling seas. The boatswain, with a deprecatory glance at Knight, stepped up to her and steadied her with a powerful arm about her waist. She turned with a faint scream.

All right, he said reassuringly, Ive got you; youre quite safe.

Safe! repeated Miss Mudge. Youre choking the life out of me. I thought the machinery had got hold of me.

I thought you was going to fall, said the boatswain, letting out a reef. Is that better?

Miss Mudges head dropped to his shoulder and her eyes half closed. He led her to a seat and sat down, still supporting her, until an angry bark from the bridge sent him about his business. Deprived of his support, moral and physical, the girl rose and, steering an erratic course for the companion, disappeared below.

Seats at the breakfast-table began to empty before the conclusion of the performance. The dining-saloon had suddenly become stuffy and odorous, the smell of fried engine oil being particularly noticeable. Bulkheads creaked, and articles on the table became endowed with movement.

We shall have to have the fiddles rigged for lunch, I expect, said Tollhurst.

There is a little bit of a sea on, said Pope, as he arose and assisted Mrs. Ginnell to the door. Perhaps I had better help you to your cabin.

The couple disappeared, followed with longing eyes by Markham. The under stewards, jealous of his authority, watched him gloatingly. Pale of face and compressed of lip he stuck to his post wondering whether he could endure to the end.

I feel unwell, said Carstairs, rising suddenly. And I dont care who knows it, he added, looking at the grinning faces before him. Markham, you are feeling it, too. You had better get to your bunk. There will be quite enough left to  to look after  the survivors.

He vanished with some precipitancy, followed by the butler. Mrs. Jardine, the only lady left, rose from her chair and with an undisturbed mien went off to the drawing room. The men went up to the smoke-room and lit cigarettes. Through the doorway on the leeward side they caught glimpses of white-topped seas scurrying past. Mr. Peplow, to observe them better, left the smoke-room and did a stately cake-walk to the side, where he remained, heedless of the rain and spray.

We are going right into it, observed the doctor returning from a visit to the doorway.

Talwyn stared at him disagreeably. Going into it? We are in it, arent we? he demanded.

Not on the edge of it yet, replied the doctor cheerfully.

Talwyn grunted and, regarding his cigarette with some disfavour, threw it away. Then, muttering something in his pocket-handkerchief, he got up and went out. Within ten minutes the doctor was alone.

The wind increased as the day wore on, and at luncheon Mrs. Jardine, his only companion, rose before the meal was finished and, with a look equally compounded of surprise and indignation, quitted the saloon. By next morning it was blowing a gale, which continued with unabated violence throughout the day.

It was not until the day after that that Mr. Knight, who had been keeping body and soul together with judicious doses of brandy and water, swung his feet over the edge of the bunk and lowered himself slowly to the floor. His neglected watch had stopped, and he was even in some doubt as to the day of the week. He opened the door, and, clutching at anything that offered support, made his way to Mr. Peplows cabin, and sank exhausted on the velvet settee.

Halloa! said Mr. Peplow feebly, turning a dull eye on him. What do you want?

Bright and entertaining society, retorted Knight, with weak ferocity.

His friend made no reply, but, turning away, closed his eyes and tried to forget his troubles in sleep. Knight, lying on the settee, listened drearily to the creaking of timbers, the distant crash of crockery from the stewards pantry, and the monotonous sound of the bilge as it washed to and fro. The door opened and the horrible reek of a cigar assailed his nostrils. He turned a languid head to see Maloney standing in the doorway.

Just had a look into your cubby-hole, he said, entering. Thought perhaps you had gone overboard.

Take  it  away, said Knight.

The doctor looked puzzled. Oh, the cigar! he said, with a laugh. Ill hold it outside the door. Its one of Popes best. He has just given me the box. Says he never wants to see one again.

Whats  time? inquired Knight, with an effort.

Just gone four. Are you going to get up?

Where are  the  others? inquired Knight.

All in bed except two, was the reply. Ive had my hands full, I can tell you. Theres still a big sea running. Miss Seacombe describes it as mountainous.

Is  is she up? inquired Knight, starting.

And Mrs. Ginnell, said Maloney. Both made an effort and got up to breakfast. Slight relapse after breakfast, but turned up to lunch. Theyve got ten times the pluck of the men. Ive got em both up on deck wrapped up in shawls in lounge chairs.

Knight groaned, and putting his feet to the floor got up and looked out at the porthole. With another groan he returned to the settee.

Dont you worry about them, said Maloney gently; theyre all right. Im reading poetry to them.

Poetry? gasped Knight.

Keats, said the other, nodding. Its Miss Seacombes favourite. After dinner Im going to give her some of my own. I shall tell her its Shelley. Theres one little thing of mine

Oh, go to blazes! moaned the indignant Knight. Are they strapped in their chairs?

They are not, said the doctor. If you had ever heard me read poetry you would not ask me that question. Why not make an effort and get up and come and hear me? Its only a question of will-power.

Go away, said Knight.

Talk to yourself firmly. Say over six times: I will be a man; I will not lie about like a dying duck in a thunderstorm in pink pyjamas with blue stripes undone at the neck.

This  is the doctor  Freddie, observed Knight bitterly.

Send him away, faltered Mr. Peplow.

Its curing you I would be, said the doctor. Trying to shame you into your trousers. I cured a man of the sea-sickness once by sitting on his diaphragm. It was the indignity of the thing that he didnt like. In the wild desire to kill one of the best doctors in England he forgot all about his illness.

Knight closed his eyes.

Well, I must be going, continued Maloney. I mustnt keep the ladies waiting. I suppose you havent got a voice lozenge about you?

He took two or three sharp puffs at his cigar, which had nearly gone out, and vanished in a cloud of malodorous smoke.

There was a long silence, broken only by a faint moan from Mr. Peplow. Then Knight, fired by the story of the owner of the outraged diaphragm, rose unsteadily to his feet, and tottered back to his cabin. A small figure, lying on its back on his settee with its knees drawn up, eyed him wanly.

Albert! exclaimed the astonished Knight.

The boy pointed a trembling finger at a siphon of soda which was rolling about on the floor with a broken plate and some dry biscuits. As a defence it seemed incomplete.

Then I had  to  lay down, said Albert, with a shudder.

He turned over on his left side, drew his knees up to his chin, and composed himself to slumber. By a great effort Knight managed to retrieve a couple of biscuits and the soda and cut his foot on the broken plate. A stiff peg of brandy and soda, together with the biscuits, helped to revive him. He took his clothes from the floor and, with trembling fingers, proceeded to dress himself.

He gained the deck with some difficulty and, swaying with weakness, stood holding on to a rail. After the atmosphere below the strong, clean air was delicious, and he did his best to ignore the heaving seas and a couple of performing fishing-boats. Slowly and carefully he made his way aft to the sheltered spot where Maloney was reading to his fair patients.

A little delighted exclamation from Mrs. Ginnell and a smile from Miss Seacombe greeted his arrival. Mutual congratulations were exchanged.

He had better have your chair, said Miss Seacombe to the reader.

The doctor rose, and Knight, having by dint of skilful balancing taken the chair without mishap, bestowed a smile, right and left, on his fair companions. It was returned with interest, and Mrs. Ginnell, taking possession of his left hand, patted it affectionately.

He has got the turn now, I think, said the doctor, regarding him with a professional eye. I have done my part; all he wants now is careful nursing.

Knight, still weak and dizzy, looked at the volume of poems in the others hand and smiled maliciously.

Page fifty-seven, said Maloney, thrusting it into his hand, fourth line. Take it easy to begin with and dont strain your voice. Its time I went off and looked after the other poor sufferers.


CHAPTER XIV

A SOMEWHAT disillusioned Mrs. Jardine appeared at the breakfast-table next morning, but until the ship arrived at Gibraltar most of the company preferred to take their meals in their cabins. Flying visits to the deck were made by one or two members, but like the trial-flights of fledglings they were of short duration, Mr. Pope on one occasion having to suffer the indignity of being helped back to his nest by Albert.

The stability of Gibraltar gave universal satisfaction, and it was felt that Great Britain had deserved well of her citizens by acquiring it. Delightful to know that when you put your foot down there was something there to meet it.

The Rock left behind, they came in for an unbroken spell of fine weather. Port after port helped to break the monotony of life on shipboard, and Carstairs noted with pleasure the good-fellowship prevailing between his guests. Only Knight and Peplow, conferring apart, had occasion to describe the smiling good-nature of Lady Penrose and Mrs. Jardine as barefaced duplicity.

They have never paid me so much attention, said Knight bitterly.

Mr. Peplow groaned.

Im a sort of human magnet, continued his friend. Yesterday afternoon the smoke-room was empty and I took Winifred in to see me smoke a cigarette. Lady Penrose came in to witness the performance two minutes later, and within a quarter of an hour I was the centre of an admiring circle of five.

And Talwyn was with me, said Mr. Peplow. That is to say, he was boring Effie with his conversation, and I went to the rescue.

And when you are boring her he comes to the rescue, said Knight. The whole fact of the matter is, this ship is too small; but even ashore I get a large following. That chap Tollhurst is trying to make himself amiable to Lady Penrose. He hangs about her like a shadow, and when she is not on guard over me he takes over her duties. Wonder where Talwyn picked him up?

Mr. Peplow shook his head. Dont matter where he was picked up, he murmured, trouble is, he is here.

What is it? asked Maloney, sauntering up. A mothers meeting? or a Young Mens Mutual Improvement Society? Why arent you in the smoke-room? Pope is doing card-tricks. He is standing with his eyes shut to show there is no deception, while we draw cards. The opportunity was too much for my politeness. He has muffed two tricks already.

You have set a bad example, said Knight, as Miss Blake, followed by Talwyn, slipped furtively out of the smoke-room and went forward.

Mr. Peplow followed his friends glance, and in a careless fashion started to move off.

No, said the doctor, shaking his head. Better not.

Mr. Peplow drew himself up and stared at him.

Wrong tactics, said the unmoved doctor. Let her get fed up with him.

Mr. Peplow, fiery red in colour, turned and looked appealingly at Knight.

And miss you, continued Maloney. Cake is a nice thing, but one can have too much of it. Let her go without it for a day.

I dont understand you, said Peplow, with great dignity. Cake!

Or anything else sweet and wholesome, replied the doctor, looking him over. You be guided by me. Ive seen a lot of this sort of thing. Taken a hand in it, too, when I was young. Oh, I know just whats going on, and watching it gives me a lot of quiet pleasure in the few moments I can snatch from my duties. Its no use getting stuffy; I cant help having an observant eye, any more than I can help interfering in lost causes. All big natures are like that.

Mr. Peplow was saved a reply by the appearance of Pope from the smoke-room. His voice came booming along the deck.

Of course the trick failed, he complained. When you tell a man to draw a card and put it back, and he puts it in his pocket instead and disappears, the things impossible. Wheres that doctor?

Time for me to disappear, said Maloney. I never attempt to defend an impossible position. Come down in my cabin and have a chat. Subject:  Dowagers and how to circumvent em.

He disappeared, and Knight and Peplow, after a moments hesitation, followed.

The doctors subject was one that might have been of interest to Miss Mudge, who had been for some time suffering from the unwelcome chaperonage of Miss Flack. Miss Mudge would have been the first to admit that she came in for an undue amount of attention; what she would not admit was that she required any assistance in dealing with it. Besieged by the engine-room, the forecastle, and the stewards pantry, she more than held her own  a fact which only increased the ardour of the victims.

At meal-times she was free. The deck was empty and the passengers below. At such times, with a book for use and some needlework for show, it was her practice to lead the way to the bows followed by some delighted seaman carrying a deck-chair. At lunch-time on the day following Mr. Popes card-tricks the chair of state was borne by Mr. Tarn, the boatswain. Not by happy chance, but owing to a few plain words aimed at a couple of hands who were hanging about waiting to perform the office instead of going on with their work.

Hows that? he inquired, planting the chair.

Miss Mudge arranged herself and let fall a ball of wool, which the boatswain pursued. He returned winding up the slack.

The other side, I think, said the girl, rising.

Mr. Tam made the adjustment, and, stroking a yellow moustache, stood watching her with a world of patient devotion in his fine blue eyes.

Wonderful pleasant, aint it? he ventured at last.

Miss Mudge yawned. Rather boring, she said. Nothing seems to happen at sea.

But youve been ashore, said the boatswain.

Oh, yes, Ive been ashore, said the girl languidly, but it isnt like England, you know. I dont call it civilised. I am not used to roughing it.

Anybody could see that  with half an eye, said the boatswain. The first time I see you, I says to the carpenter,  Thats a dainty little piece o goods, I says.

And what did he say? inquired Miss Mudge carelessly.

The boatswain was not prepared for the question. It dont matter what e said, he replied guardedly, but I told im if ever he said it agin Id give him something for himself hed remember all his lifetime.

Miss Mudges languor disappeared. I dont like sailors, she said tartly. I suppose they have to go to sea because nobody will employ them ashore.

Theres sailormen and sailormen, said the boatswain tenderly; theres me, and theres the carpenter. Are you keeping company with anybody? Im not.

The girl shook her head and half-closed her eyes. Certainly not, she said slowly. I dont like men. Heaps and heaps have asked me, but Ive always said No. I prefer my liberty.

The boatswain gazed at her with ardour.  Perhaps you havent met the right one, he said hopefully.

There was no reply, and he ventured a little closer. The second mate was on the bridge, a man of kindly nature and tolerant views. Moreover, he was out of earshot.

Why dont you come forard a bit oftener? breathed the boatswain.

Come forward? What for? inquired the girl, bending over the stocking she was darning.

Mr. Tarn came a little closer still. Ter see me, he said tenderly.

Phh! I see quite enough of you, was the reply. Besides, youre the sort of man that looks best a long way off.

The boatswain drew back, gasping. The little bit of broken looking-glass nailed to the side of his bunk told a much more flattering tale. He gazed at the fluffy head bent over its work and tried again.

Sides which, he said slowly, theres more breeze forard, and if theres anything to see you see it fust, and  and  Why, your little shoes undone!

He knelt down to adjust it, just as a sharp cough sounded from behind. He turned his head to see Mr. Markham emerging from the smoke-room.

Pore stooard, he said, as the butler approached; hes got a cold, aint he? Or praps its a fish-bone stuck in is throat. Well, he ought to wait till theyve finished.

Youve no business talking to lady passengers, bosun, said the butler sharply.

Youre right, matey, retorted Mr. Tam. This aint bisness, its pleasure. Im teaching the lady ow to tie knots; she wont undo this not if she tries for hours and hours.

What? exclaimed the girl sharply.

When you want to take em off, said the boatswain, beaming at her as he rose to his feet, you come to me. You come to me every morning to do em up and every night to undo em. Bless you, I like work. Here, Ill darn that for you.

Bosun, you forget yourself, cried the butler, as Miss Mudge drew back quickly.

What, aint you gone yet? inquired Mr. Tarn, with affected surprise. What about washing up them plates and licking the grease off the knives? Dont look like that; youll break something.

I wish you two would go away and quarrel somewhere else, said the highly gratified Miss Mudge. How do you think I can get on with my work?

Whats the matter? inquired Mr. Biggs, who had just sidled up. Are these men annoying you?

They make me nervous, said Miss Mudge. Im so afraid therell be bloodshed.

Butler, said Mr. Biggs gravely, you ought to be below; your enginesll stop if you neglect your stoking like this. I looked down through the skylight as I passed, and I saw the furnace-doors all open in a row waiting for you to shove your burnt-offerings into em.

I dont want any of your vulgarity, returned the butler hotly. Thats not the way to speak of your master and his friends.

Get off to your duty, my man, said Mr. Biggs. I shouldnt like you to lose your job  youd never get another. And I was going to tell the bosun that the first officer wants a word with him, but I dont think I will. The boatswain, with a languishing glance, withdrew somewhat hastily, and Mr. Biggs, leaning against the side with his back to the butler, bent over Miss Mudge. Mr. Markham, after a short inward struggle, returned to his duties.

Youll cause a lot of trouble if youre not careful, said Biggs.

Me? said the girl plaintively. Im sure I cant help it. You dont think I want to be pestered out of my life by a parcel of silly men, do you? Id much rather be alone. I dont want to talk to anybody. I want to sit quiet.

Her companion coughed. The idea of the bosun worrying you with his silly talk! he said, after a pause. Cheek!

Its no sillier than what I am used to, said Miss Mudge resignedly. Hes no worse than the others. I rather like him in a way; he reminds me of a friend of mine whos a sailor. Leastways, hes an engineer  a real engineer.

What do you mean by a real engineer? demanded Biggs, somewhat shortly.

Why, a proper engineer, replied the girl. A gentleman who has got certificates and passed examinations, and all that sort of thing.

Mr. Biggs controlled himself by an effort; experience had taught him the danger of displaying temper. He smiled loftily.

Theres not much to learn in a ships engines, he said. I know about all there is to know already. But I shall stick to cars. The sea wouldnt do for me; Im fond of home.

But  but you might get married some day, objected the girl.

Well? said the other, staring.

And then it would be much nicer for everybody if you went to sea. Im sure your wife would like it better.

Mr. Biggs had another inward struggle, and the issue was still undecided when Albert, appearing at the door of the smoke-room, came slowly forward and sat down on the deck a couple of yards from them. The chauffeur glared at him in disgust, and a smothered exclamation broke from him as the boy drew a mouth-organ from his pocket and gave it a preparatory wipe on his sleeve.

Run away, growled Biggs.

Albert shook his head. Ive as much right to be here as what you have, he said.

Ive put the things straight in the smoke-room, and Mr. Markham said I could come out and amuse myself. What piece would you like?

He put the instrument to his lips, and the strains of A Life on the Ocean Wave floated over the placid sea. His eyes were half-closed with the ecstasy of the artist, but nevertheless he kept a shrewd watch on the movements of the palpitating Mr. Biggs.

Now you run off, repeated Mr. Biggs, in a grim voice, when the boy had finished. Run off, before you get hurt.

It dont hurt me, said Albert simply.

It does me good. Dr. Maloney says that playing wind instruments is good for the lungs. He told me so yesterday.

He raised the mouth-organ again and played Home, Sweet Home with variations and much feeling.

Why dont you go to the other end of the ship? growled the infuriated chauffeur.

Cos I like this end, said Albert, finishing a passage. Why dont you go?

Mr. Biggs looked at Miss Mudge, but that lady made no sign. Then, turning his head, he saw the butler standing in the doorway of the smoke-room. His hands were folded in front of him and a seraphic smile played over his features as he stood gazing over the everlasting sea.


CHAPTER XV

EXCEPT for an occasion on which Miss Mudge was lost at Colombo and was brought back to the ship by three Cingalese gentlemen in striped petticoats with their hair done up in a bun, the voyage progressed without incident. Between ports nothing happened to break the monotony of the days, and, in these circumstances, even the youngest and fairest began to attach an importance to meal-times that was totally lacking on shore. Some of the older members began to put on flesh, and Mr. Pope, confronted by the twin evils of corpulence and a liver that clamoured for attention, laid his case before the doctor.

No good coming to me, said Maloney brusquely; you ought to see a magistrate.

Magistrate? What for? demanded the other, staring.

Six months hard labour, replied the doctor. Ive seen your kind before. What you want me to do is to give you something in a bottle that will work miracles; an antidote for four heavy meals a day and strong cigars in between. How many old brandies did you have after dinner last night?

Two, said Pope slowly. Theres no need to look like that; you had three.

Absence of mind, declared the doctor. I was thinking out a problem in medical science. It might just as well have been water; I shouldnt have known.

You work out problems every night, then, said Pope, and Ive never seen you take water with them yet. Its a bad example for a doctor to set; naturally other people think it is right to do what he does.

Its wasting good breath on you to argue, said Maloney, and its wasting the best possible medical skill to try and treat you.

Im going to be treated all the same, though, declared Pope, breathing hard.

Maloney shrugged his shoulders. All right; come along, then, he said cheerfully. Ill mix you up a little bottle.

Will it do me any good? inquired the patient.

Not the least in the world, was the reply. Its merely to put your mind at ease. Fortified with the mixture (two table-spoonfuls three times a day), you will indulge more than ever.

But I want to be treated properly, protested Pope. I want to get well.

Will you put yourself into my hands? demanded the doctor.

Pope eyed him uneasily. Of course, he said at last, with  

No withs, said the other sternly, and no mental reservations. Its a bad case, a case that most men would jib at, but if you promise to do exactly as I tell you Ill undertake it.

Ive always understood that any sudden change began Pope.

The doctor turned to Knight, who had just come up with Talwyn and Tollhurst. Hes going to teach me my business now, he said despairingly.

All right, said Pope gruffly, do as you like.

You hear, said Maloney, turning to the audience. My patient has placed himself unreservedly in my hands. Two months treatment, and he will be a convert to the simple life. His taste for alcohol, tobacco, and strong meats will be entirely eradicated, and the dinner-bell will serve merely to remind him of past errors.

Mr. Pope began his treatment the same day, and dined simply and healthfully off a pint of hot water. Conversation in his immediate neighbourhood languished, and it was a relief to all when he arose and, with unpleasant emphasis, announced his intention of going on deck for a mouthful of fresh air.

Conditions were relaxed next day. He breakfasted off dry toast, lunched off biscuits, and for dinner was allowed both, his sole reward consisting in the praise accorded to his strength of mind; praise chorused by his friends between savoury mouthfuls and brimming beakers.

Diet and exercise were the two principal remedies in the doctors medicine chest, and in arranging the latter to suit Mr. Popes wishes a little inconvenience was occasioned to others. The patient naturally objected to performing skipping and other exercises before an audience of candid, and in some cases outspoken, friends, and in these circumstances the doctor agreed to get up and superintend them at six in the morning.

Everybody will be asleep at that time, he said encouragingly, except the crew, and theyll be too busy washing decks to bother about you.

Mr. Pope raised another objection.

Cold water wont hurt you, said the doctor, and for the lying down turn you can have a rug. Theres one beautiful exercise where you He on your back and describe circles with your legs. Its the one Adonis used to do.

Mr. Pope made a few remarks about Adonis which were mercifully carried away by the wind and sterilised by the ocean.

If you rise at six and do your exercises, said the doctor, regarding him steadfastly, you shall have a slice of lean meat with your lunch; if you do them well you shall have another slice for dinner.

Whether it was the promised reward or mere strength of mind, the patient quitted his bunk next morning at six oclock, and in bare feet and purple pyjamas followed Maloney to the deck.

A gentle walk round first, said the doctor; the wet is good for your feet. They took a dozen turns and then, at his command, broke into a double. The officer on the bridge leaned over to watch them.

Now for the exercises, said the doctor, after four rounds. Wheres that rug?

He spread it on the deck behind the drawing-room and, lying on his back with his legs close together, raised them slowly and described circles in the air. Pope, still panting from his exertions, stood by watching coldly.

Now you try, said Maloney, springing up. Flat on your back and your legs extended to begin with.

Ive got a touch of lumbago this morning, growled the patient.

Its a cure for lumbago, was the reply. Down you go.

Mr. Pope got down and, the doctor having pressed his shoulders to the rug and walked all round, peering at him from different angles, commenced his instructions.

At the word One, he said slowly, raise both feet from the deck. O-one! Theres no need for you to raise your head to look at them. Nobody wants to steal them. Now, begin again: O-one! Theres nothing to giggle at!

Im not giggling, said Pope indignantly.

You were making some fizzy noise, said his instructor. Keep your mouth shut and breathe through your nose. Now.

Mr. Pope had completed three circles, and was half-way through the fourth, when the sound of a faint agonised moan brought his feet down and his head round with great swiftness. The form of Miss Blake disappeared around the corner of the drawing-room as though withdrawn by some powerful but invisible agency. Stifled sounds issued from within.

Dont take any notice of them, counselled the doctor, as Pope, very red of face, scrambled to his feet.

It was the pup-pup-pup-purple pies that upset me, wailed the voice of Miss Blake-Didnt he  look  a dream! And his little pink to-to-toes waving in the air! Oh! Oh!! Oh!!!

Judging by the inflection of the voices within, the sufferer was getting but scant sympathy. Maloney put his head in at the door and saw Knight and Peplow, with Miss Seacombe, gazing disdainfully at Miss Blake, whose face was buried in a sofa cushion.

And whats the meaning of it all? demanded the doctor. And why are you all up at this time?

Well, if you come to that, why are you up? retorted Knight.

Duty, said the other. Im looking after my patients interests. He has now retreated to his cabin; and the exercises only just begun!

Well, let him do em in his cabin in future, said Knight. We dont want purple acrobats first thing in the morning. Its a disturbing influence.

Maloney shook his head. Hes going to do em on deck in the fresh air, he said firmly. Youll have to get up later.

We were here first, said Knight.

Early Rising Brigade, explained Peplow, nodding.

Been established for weeks, added Knight.

Maloney grinned. Why didnt you tell me? he inquired.

Because the number is limited to four, said Knight, as Miss Seacombe, with a slight elevation of her head, passed out, followed by Miss Blake. You get your man up at five and let him get his contortions over before we appear, theres a good chap.

Maloney shook his head. If youd heard him when I mentioned six oclock you wouldnt ask it, he replied.

Very well, well keep to the other end of the deck, said Knight restlessly. What is more, we will stay in the smoke-room.

Ill put it to him, said the doctor doubtfully. I want to do all I can for you young people, but of course my patients stand first. Pope is an interesting case  a sort of overgrown rose-bush Im going to prune down.

I expect he is waiting for you  and the pruning-knife, said Knight. Dont let us keep you. Duty first.

Fours company, assented Maloney, with a nod; five is  good company.

I wish youd get your rose-bush to do his exercises after we are all in bed, said Knight, buttonholing him as he turned to go. If the other people get to hear of them theyll be getting up early too.

We must take the risk, said the other blandly. Good thing for them if they do, but I dont think theyd make a practice of it. Once would be enough.

The news, as Knight had foreseen, soon leaked out. For once Miss Mudge found the boatswains conversation interesting, his description of Mr. Popes skipping in particular being so well received that he began to entertain a high opinion of his powers as a raconteur.

You ought to see im; youd burst, he said tenderly.

Miss Mudge received the suggestion coldly. Or else ave a fit, urged Mr. Tarn, eyeing her hopefully.

It wouldnt amuse me, said the girl in a superior voice. And I hope Im too much of a lady to get up at six in the morning to look at any gentleman that ever was born, especially (she shivered slightly) when he is not dressed to receive visitors.

I dont see no arm in it, said the disappointed boatswain. Now suppose, for the sake of argyment, it was you instead o Mr.

Pope, why every man Jack of us would

He broke off suddenly as Miss Mudge, closing her book with a bang, gathered up her work and stalked off with her head in the air. He returned with a sigh to his duty of finding fault with men who had neglected theirs.

It is sad to relate that Lady Penrose displayed less refinement in the matter than her maid. Indeed, Miss Mudge had no sooner informed her, with all due respect, of Mr. Popes early morning exercises than she was formulating plans for witnessing them.

Easiest thing in the world, said Carstairs, to whom she confided her desire. Get up at ten to six to-morrow morning, and lie in wait for him in the smoke-room or somewhere. Ill get up too if I may.

Do you think he would mind? inquired Lady Penrose, with somewhat belated consideration.

Why should he? said Carstairs. Besides, he wont know. We shall have the smoke-room all to ourselves at that hour, and not a soul will be any the wiser.

They had the smoke-room to themselves next morning for exactly two minutes, at the end of which time the door opened and admitted Miss Blake. A startled Oh! sufficiently expressed her opinion of the situation. Knight and Peplow, who followed with Miss Seacombe, maintained a discreet silence.

A faint shadow flitted across the face of Lady Penrose. Dear me, she said, recovering with a little laugh, you are up early!

Healthy, said Knight briefly.

How interesting! murmured Lady Penrose. Have you been taking this prescription for long?

Not very, said Knight suavely. Not longer than you and Carstairs will, I hope.

We came here to see Mr. Pope, said Lady Penrose.

Knight bowed. We came on the same errand  four of us, he added somewhat pointedly. Pope  who is a sensitive plant  usually performs aft.

In the somewhat constrained silence that followed an odd pattering noise was heard outside, and, before anybody could close the door, Pope, who was doing a sort of frog exercise with bent knees and knuckles on the deck, passed in a bound. Maloney, who was following up behind, put his head in at the door and glared at them.

Is it a mothers meeting or what? he inquired indignantly. How do you think my patient is to preserve his equilibrium when he is exposed to this sort of thing?

Perhaps he didnt see us, suggested Peplow.

He did, said the doctor heatedly. He has now disappeared below, and I would not like to repeat the language he is using. How is a medical man to do himself justice when he is interfered with like this?

Do you think that this ship is reserved for you and your precious patient? demanded Miss Seacombe with some heat.

That we are to stay-in bed until you tell us to get up? added Miss Blake.

Perhaps youd like to lock us in our cabins? suggested Mr. Peplow.

Not you, said the doctor significantly. I should like to give you the same treatment that Im giving Pope. Do you a lot of good.

Same treatment as Pope? What for? demanded the startled Mr. Peplow.

Anybodyll tell you, said the doctor darkly as he withdrew.

What does he mean? inquired Mr. Peplow, looking around. Im perfectly healthy. I take all the exercise I can get. Ive been up at six every morning for the last six

Six? prompted Lady Penrose gently.

Hours, continued Mr. Peplow, a trifle confused by the ferocity of Mr. Knights glance.

Im sure you have done all you can do, said Lady Penrose in a sympathetic voice. I had no idea you were so energetic. You make me thoroughly ashamed of my laziness. I must try and follow your example.

If its to see my patient  my late patient  you want to get up early, said Maloney, appearing again, you can give up the idea.

Late patient! repeated Carstairs, with a start.

The doctor nodded. He is in the stewards pantry, he said gloomily. Markham has taken the case out of my hands, and is treating it with slices of cold ham.


CHAPTER XVI

So far so good, said Lady Penrose, with a half-sigh. It really seems that we are going to sail round the world without meeting a single adventure.

Do you want one? inquired Carstairs.

A little one, perhaps, was the reply. Just a little thrill of some sort; something a little out of the common of everyday life. A shipwrecked crew to rescue, or something of that sort. Fancy being out in a little boat in this darkness alone with the stars and the water!

Deprived of food and drink, and Popes version of the Bay of Biscay, said Carstairs, as heroic bellowings and the tinkle of a piano sounded from the drawing-room.

He is quite himself again now, said Lady Penrose. He says that he dismissed his doctor just in time.

Awkward if he has to call him in again, said Carstairs, with a smile. Maloney warns him that purgatory would be easy compared with his next course of treatment. Im afraid he has an idea that some of us are too self indulgent. Yesterday he accused Knight of being too soft, and they had a turn with the gloves before breakfast this morning to settle it.

I heard of it, said Lady Penrose dryly. Mr. Knight does most useless things well.

Maloney would agree with you about the boxing, at any rate, replied Carstairs. He is still sore about it, but what hurt him more than anything was that, after giving him a thorough dusting, Knight admitted the charge of softness and asked for a tonic.

His companion gave a faint laugh. It might have done Mr. Knight a little good to be defeated, she remarked.

Carstairs nodded. One or two other altruists took the same view, he said slowly. They brought up one of the firemen, who rather fancies himself in that line, and the result is that they are a man short in the stoke-hole to-day. The skipper complained to me about it. He seemed most annoyed because he hadnt been called up to see it. Stop it, he said, but I knew what he meant.

You men are all alike, said Lady Penrose, shrugging her shoulders. It is horrible.

Shocking, said Carstairs; but I agree with you that it might do Knight good to meet his master at the game. Whom could we find?

Lady Penrose leaned back, considering. Captain Tollhurst, she suggested at last.

Tollhurst! exclaimed Carstairs, with surprise. Do you really think he could stand up to Knight?

No, was the reply.

Well, then

Might do Captain Tollhurst good, said Lady Penrose, maintaining her gravity by an effort.

Carstairs eyes twinkled safely in the darkness. You want to do good to so many people, he murmured. The saintly side of your character is uppermost to-night.

How dull for you! said Lady Penrose. Im so sorry. Is Mr. Pope really going to sing Tom Bowling? she added, as the opening chords of the piano and a modest cough were heard.

Im afraid so, said Carstairs.

They sat almost in silence until the song was finished, two remarks of his being first suspended and then entirely lost owing to the interest occasioned by the efforts of the vocalist to reach his top-note.

Pity he never married, said Lady Penrose as the song ended amid general applause; a good wife would burn the piano if she couldnt stop him any other way. I believe men remain single to avoid criticism.

There are other reasons, said Carstairs musingly. You havent considered mans shyness and his general sense of unworthiness. If its a genuine case he usually puts his idol on a pedestal; she cant climb down for fear of making a false step, and he is afraid to reach up to help her.

But if they do happen to marry, inquired Lady Penrose, what becomes of the pedestal?

They put the first-born on it, replied Carstairs. He generally wears it out.

You must have devoted a lot of time to the subject, remarked Lady Penrose. I believe you are the sort of man that would build an Eiffel Tower for the lady. You would end by making her giddy.

How easy it is to be misunderstood, sighed Carstairs. As a matter of fact, the methods of certain savage races I have read about appeal to me much more strongly. They give the adored one a tap over the head with a club and the thing is done.

Other men, other manners, said Lady Penrose, but it comes to much the same thing in the end. I have no doubt that the maidens of the tribe make the clubs. You ought to go out there, Mr. Carstairs. I am sure the output would go up.

Carstairs hesitated. If you think that, he said at last, I will remain here.

A dark figure stepped out of the lighted doorway and came towards them.

Coming out of the light, I can hardly see where I am, said Tollhurst, dropping into a chair next to Lady Penrose. What a peaceful night!

It doesnt suit Lady Penrose, said Carstairs; she has been sighing for adventure.

The captain laughed gently. Better without them, he returned. What could be better than this? And, after all, things are always possible at sea. There is always a chance of running into a submerged wreck. I have had that experience once, and I can assure you I dont want it again. Or fire; think of a fire at sea, and putting off in small boats hundreds of miles from the nearest land!

Have you had that experience, too? inquired Lady Penrose.

The captain wrestled fiercely with the temptation. No, he said at last; and, in view of his questioners comments, felt sure that he had chosen the better part.

I had an alarm of fire once, he said, breaking a somewhat prolonged silence. Ten years ago in an old barque bound for Archangel. Nasty while it lasted, but we got it under in three or four hours.

Interesting life, murmured Lady Penrose. You ought to write a book, Captain Tollhurst.

The captain laughed his gentle laugh again. No good, he said, shaking his head. I couldnt write a line. Fellows who write the best books are the fellows who have never seen anything.

I think you could write a splendid book, declared Lady Penrose with warmth.

Awfully good of you, said the unconscious captain. Wish I could. Should ask permission to dedicate it to you.

Lady Penrose murmured her acknowledgments.

Happenings in books are well enough, said Carstairs; that is where I prefer to enjoy mine.

Every man to his trade, said the captain indulgently. It is just a matter of use. I have been knocking about since my boyhood. Soon after I left the Army I was big-game hunting in Africa, and I didnt speak to a white man for nine months.

Poor things! said Lady Penrose. I mean the animals you killed in that time, she added, as the captain moved uneasily. You must have accounted for a lot.

I didnt miss many, said the captain, lighting a cigarette. He leaned back in his chair and, becoming reminiscent, related a few of the more exciting episodes. Lightly and easily he skipped from peril to peril, until at last Lady Penrose, with a sharp intake of breath that might have been misunderstood for sympathy, rose suddenly and bade her companions good night.

Im afraid perhaps I was a little bit too realistic, said Tollhurst, as she disappeared below. Well, Im off too. Good night. Carstairs nodded and, lighting another cigarette, sat for some time in thought. His guests came out of the drawing-room in twos and threes and, after loitering in little groups, dispersed to bed. Knight and Peplow, after leaning against the side opposite him for some time, crossed over and took the two empty chairs.

Nothing on his conscience, remarked Knight presently; quite unperturbed.

Quite, said Peplow dutifully.

He seems to be asleep, said Knight, after waiting for some time. He inveigles us on to this beastly little ship of his and then shuts his eyes to things.

Perhaps he is asleep, remarked the useful Mr. Peplow.

Sleepy, said Carstairs, with a yawn; but dont mind me, just go on with your little chat. I am going to turn in soon.

Not till weve done with you, said Knight. We consider that we were lured on to this plutocratic craft under false pretences, and we want to know what you are going to do about it. When we accepted your invitation we thought that there would be a certain amount of sitting-out, so to speak, and instead of that its like living in the midst of a public meeting.

We could leave you behind at Melbourne, suggested Carstairs.

Youve got hold of the wrong end of the stick, said Knight; we dont want to be left behind, but if you could arrange to leave some of the others it would be just the thing. It only wants a little thinking out.

Ill go and think it over now, said Carstairs, rising. I can think better in bed. Good night.

We havent finished yet, said Knight. Freddie has got a lot to say. Go on, Freddie; tell him how we agreed to do all in our power to help him.

Help me! repeated Carstairs, with a slight laugh. What are you talking about?

You know, said Knight significantly. He knows, doesnt he, Freddie?

Mr. Peplow swallowed. Yes, he replied. So  so

Yes? said Carstairs, after a pause.

So does everybody else, finished Mr. Peplow, with an effort.

And you have our full consent and blessing, added Knight. In fact, we think it might be a good thing for both of us; anyway, things couldnt be much worse.

I havent the least idea what you are talking about, said Carstairs somewhat stiffly.

Thats all right, then, said Knight; but, if you really want to know, ask Miss Flack, or Mrs. Jardine, or Talwyn, or  

Not now, he added, as Carstairs walked away; theyre all in bed.

Stuffy! said Peplow sagely as Carstairs vanished.

So am I, said his friend. Come along. Lets have a walk up and down; for once we are alone. Why! Halloa, Biggs!

Good evening, sir, said Biggs. I just came forard for a blow before turning in.

And I am just going to have a whisky and soda before doing the same. Its you that ought to have it, really  after that hot engine-room.

Thank you, sir, said the chauffeur. If there isnt enough to go round, I shall watch you drink it with pleasure.

They entered the smoke-room just as Markham was having a final look round. At a word from Knight he busied himself with the whisky and a siphon.

Turned a bit pale, hasnt it? murmured Mr. Biggs, as he took the glass from his old enemy; but perhaps it is the motion of the ship.

Colour it yourself, said Knight. I suppose its in order to give you a drink, he added, as the chauffeur complied. I mean, the skipper wouldnt object?

Just what I was wondering, sir, said Mr. Biggs cheerfully. I expect he would; it seems to me its what skippers are for  to object to things. But even an admiral couldnt help himself now. Its gone.

He said good night, and with a wink at the butler, which elicited only an icy stare in response, went off to his quarters.

Mr. Peplows gloom, never of a very lasting nature, passed with the night. Any lingering trace was dispelled by the fresh morning air, with its appetising blend of grilled bacon and coffee, and the news that Mrs. Jardine was confined to her cabin with one of her traditional headaches  a headache that had been in the family for generations, and was rumoured to have been a source of considerable trouble to the Plantagenets.

He sat in the smoke-room after lunch with a cigarette and a book, until the former expired from lack of attention and the latter sustained injuries to its back from a sudden fall. He opened his eyes at last to see the laughing face of Miss Blake framed in the doorway.

I was just going to fetch Miss Flack, she remarked; the poor thing wants gloves badly. She was talking about it yesterday.

I wasnt asleep, said Mr. Peplow. Where is she?

Playing bridge, was the reply. Isabel is sitting with aunt, and, as nearly everybody else is playing cards, I thought Id come and talk to you. Still, if youd rather sleep

Sleep! exclaimed the other, in a deep voice. Have you realised that Ive not had a word alone with you for weeks?

Really? said the girl carelessly. I hadnt noticed it.

When it isnt Mrs. Jardine its Miss Flack, continued Mr. Peplow, and when they snatch a few brief moments from duty Talwyn mounts guard.

What are you talking about? inquired Miss Blake.

Never mind, said Mr. Peplow. Its no good wasting time grousing. Let us improve the shining hours.

How?

Let us talk, said Peplow tenderly.

That will be improving, said the girl.

Thats right, said Peplow gloomily, make fun of me. When you smiled so nicely at me just now

I? said Miss Blake. Smiled? I was laughing at you. Youve no idea how funny you looked. Your mouth was open, and you were snoring like a baby with the snuffles. Mr. Peplow stiffened in his chair. Im sorry I woke up as I was affording you so much amusement, he said with dignity.

So am I, said Miss Blake, with a sudden change of manner. However, I wont disturb you, and she went off with her head at an angle.

Shes gone, murmured the amazed Peplow. Shes actually gone. Well!

He went outside and, finding the deck deserted, threw himself into a lounge-chair and sat scowling at the universe. The skipper, passing on his way to the chart-room, pulled up and smiled affably.

Couldnt improve on the weather, he remarked, crumpling his fringe of grey beard in his fist.

Mr. Peplow assented without enthusiasm. Where are we for next? he inquired.

Australian ports, replied Captain Vobster, New Zealand; call in at some of the South Sea Islands, and then home.

Mr. Peplow sighed. The islands ought to be interesting, he remarked. Pick out a nice little one, capn, with nobody else on it, and leave me there. Im going to turn beach-comber. I retire from the world.

Very nice life too, said the accommodating skipper, for a single man; married ones too, sometimes. I knew one man that did it. Ran away from his wife to punish her, and after twenty years of it found that she had come in for a fortune soon after he disappeared and married again. Time he got back found theyd run through it all. Spoilt his life for him, poor chap.

Mr. Peplow said Oh, and turned with a beaming and forgiving smile to Miss Blake as she came quietly up to them.

Though Ive known some people take to the beach and get tired of it in a week, continued the skipper.

Mr. Peplow, who was gazing ardently at Miss Blake, said Ah!

Some of em get melancholy, explained the skipper.

Really, said Miss Blake, as she took a chair next to Peplow.

Suicidal almost.

There was a somewhat constrained silence as his audience, with their hands folded, sat staring straight in front of them.

Its the loneliness, said the skipper, who felt that he was making an impression.

Hm! said both.

A man has time to sit and think.

Hm!

Captain Vobster paused. There was a feeling in the atmosphere for which he was utterly unable to account, and he stood scratching the side of his nose, possessed with a horrible idea that he had said something wrong. He glanced at them in perplexity, and then, suddenly clapping his hand over his mouth, went off with his eyes dancing. Slight sounds escaped on his way to the chart-room.

What an ill-bred man! exclaimed Miss Blake, gazing after him.

Shocking, agreed the other.

I  I am not going to remain here to be laughed at, continued the girl. The idea!

He wasnt laughing at you, said Peplow hastily, and he has gone now. How wonderfully well you are looking! What was old Talwyn talking to you about at lunch?

Different things, replied the girl. Dont stare like that; its rude.

Im not staring, said Mr. Peplow ardently. Im worshipping.

Well, its not nice, said Miss Blake, who had an uneasy feeling that she had come back too easily. Its just the way you eyed the beef at lunch.

Eyed the beef? repeated the choking Mr. Peplow. Do you think I care what I eat?

Of course you do, said Miss Blake. Everybody notices it. You have got an excellent appetite, and I am only talking to you for your good. If you are not careful youll get quite chubby.

Thatll do, said Mr. Peplow thickly.

Do! exclaimed the incensed Miss Blake, springing to her feet. Do! How dare you talk to me like that? What do you mean by it?

She stood looking at him as a blackbird might look at a worm that had tried to bite it. Then, with an indignant exclamation, she went off.

Mr. Peplow made no effort to detain her. A picture of indignant misery, he sat lumpishly in his chair, scowling darkly at the deck.

Halloa! said Carstairs, coming out of the drawing-room. All alone?

I like being alone, said Mr. Peplow, in a deep voice.

Do you, though? said Carstairs, eyeing him with some interest.

I dont wish to be bothered with people, continued Mr. Peplow. Let them go their way and Ill go mine.

Poor  old  man! said Carstairs, smiling. I know whats the matter with you.

Oh! said Mr. Peplow offensively.

Carstairs nodded. Indigestion.

Eh? shouted Peplow, starting up as though he had been stung. Look here, Carstairs, I dont know what you mean, but Ive had enough of it. Its a vile conspiracy. Its  its an infernal plant.

What on earths the matter? inquired the marvelling Carstairs.

You  youve been talking to Miss Blake, cried Peplow, trembling with rage.

Well, so do you when you get the chance, said Carstairs, in a soothing voice. You dont want to monopolise the poor girl entirely, do you? Why shouldnt I speak to her? And I talk to her about you, my boy.

Only yesterday I was saying how fat and well you

He drew back suddenly as Mr. Peplow, with an inarticulate yell, sprang to his feet and stood mouthing at him. For some time the young man stood struggling in vain for speech; then he turned with a wild gesture and stamped his way below.


CHAPTER XVII

MISS FLACK in a moment of enthusiasm said that the voyage was like a long railway journey, with delightful ports instead of stations. She averred that she had learnt more geography in a few months than in all the years spent at school; and only a week after leaving Auckland spoke warmly of the beautiful Sydney harbour at Melbourne.

In Polynesia she forsook geography for art, the beauty of Tahiti affecting her so strongly that she sought to express her emotions in verse. To the sympathetic Carstairs, who caught her in the act of tearing up paper and dropping the pieces overboard, she confessed that the subject was too great for her, and that she would have to rely upon memory and the inspiration of the moment when she wished to do justice to it. Her enthusiasm was shared by the others, and the Starlight by general request continued to cruise among the islands. Monarchs and their dusky followers were received on board, and Albert thrilled pleasantly when he saw the firearms provided for their entertainment in case of need.

Not much chance of unpleasantness, explained Captain Vobster to Pope, but, if there is any, my idea is always to be more unpleasant than the other fellow.

Very good plan, too, said Pope approvingly.

To Alberts secret disappointment, however, the skippers precautions proved unnecessary. Good-fellowship and fair dealing were the order of the day, and the decks of the yacht were almost smothered at times in gifts. Fruit, vegetables, chickens, and pigs were supplied in abundance; the night Pope found five little pigs, decorated with pink ribbons, tied up in his bed being a memorable one in the anuals of the voyage. The crowd that stood outside awaiting events fled in disorder at his appearance, and seeking sanctuary behind locked cabin doors earnestly assured him that it was not the animals fault, and that nothing was further from their wishes than to have him for a bed-fellow.

Pope was quite crusty about it, said Knight, recounting the affair next day to Miss Seacombe. He hasnt quite got over it yet.

You ought to be ashamed of yourselves, said the girl.

We are, said Knight. But never mind about old Pope and his troubles. It is delightful to get you by yourself for five minutes. Quite like old times.

I like company, said Miss Seacombe thoughtfully.

Youve got what you like, then, on board this blessed ship, retorted Mr. Knight, with some heat.

I suppose, said the girl dreamily, I suppose if Mr. Maloney were holding my hand the man on the bridge would think he was feeling my pulse.

Con-found the man on the bridge! said Knight, dropping her hand hastily. Thats what I complain about; you can never get away from people here. How delightful it would be if we were the only two on board!

A bit dull, said Miss Seacombe.

Dull! exclaimed Knight sharply. Dull!

For you, said the girl peaceably.

Wheres that brigand on the bridge got to? inquired Knight, groping for her hand.

Half in the wheel-house, but he will be out again in a minute or two. I expect he only went in there to laugh. It must seem rather funny to an onlooker.

He had better not let me see him being funny, growled Knight.

Poor thing, said Miss Seacombe softly. Diddums, then!

And do try and be serious, said Knight sternly. What about running off and getting married? When we get ashore, I mean, of course, he added, as the girl waved towards the sea.

No good, she said seriously; bread and cheese, and  and  the usual concomitants are all very well in theory, in practice you would find the diet rather monotonous.

Knight sat considering. I believe if we were once married and she couldnt help herself Lady Penrose would come round, he said slowly. Wonder what it is she sees in me to object to?

It is strange, isnt it? said the girl. I think, for one thing, she has an idea that you are a slacker. She has got no patience with men who dont work, you know. Then I dont think she likes your manner much. Some people dont.

Whats it got to do with her? demanded the indignant Knight. You like it?

Miss Seacombe nodded. Its your only charm, she murmured.

Besides, Im going to work, continued Knight. Ive been thinking a lot about it lately. Difficulty is to find something suitable.

Cant you suggest something? I could drop it as soon as we were married.

He glanced hopefully at his companion, until it became evident that he had given her a problem which was in no immediate danger of being solved. After a long silence he came to her assistance.

What about the stage? he inquired.

Or grand opera? said the girl demurely. You only seem to think of the agreeable things, you know. You want to be paid for amusing yourself. As Isabel says

I dont want to know what Isabel says, remarked Knight grimly. The whole fact of the matter is, she has got too much time on her hands. Why doesnt she work, if shes so fond of it? Or why doesnt she meet some tame, undiscriminating male and marry him? Im sure that either Carstairs or Tollhurst

She hates Captain Tollhurst, interrupted Miss Seacombe. He simply haunts her, and when she is rude to him he seems to regard it as a delicate little attention on her part. He is so pleased with himself that nothing upsets him; he only smiles. It must be very nice to be like that.

His devotion has not passed unnoticed, said Knight dryly. It has afforded me a great deal of innocent pleasure. In the hope that Lady Penrose will imitate my delicacy I always avoid intruding upon them when possible. I am sure she has noticed it.

Its the sort of thing you would do, said the girl restlessly, and then you wonder why Isabel objects to you.

Mr. Knight started, and admitting, after due consideration, that perhaps his behaviour could be improved, set himself to the task with such characteristic energy that his friends were somewhat perturbed in consequence. One or two of them attributed the change to failing health, others (the majority) suspected mischief, Pope on two occasions getting up from the meal-table to make sure that his cabin door was locked.

A series of violent squalls and rainstorms helped to relieve the monotony of life at sea, and a fresh interest was imparted by the knowledge that Captain Vobster was understood to be making for an uninhabited island.

Uninhabited when last visited, he said guardedly.

Visions of a picnic on a scale hitherto undreamt of took possession of all on board. The sailmaker was set to work to make a couple of tents; and the form of picnic to be enjoyed became the subject of a somewhat heated debate. The company was almost equally divided into Thermos Flasks and Robinson Crusoes, the former voting for comfort and the latter  consisting chiefly of the younger members  preferring to gather their sustenance at first hand from the land and the sea and sleep in houses of their own erecting. In the final division it had to be pointed out to Mr. Peplow, torn between love and self-interest, that he could not vote on both sides.

It really ought to be a delightful experience, said Lady Penrose, as she sat one morning discussing the subject with Carstairs. There is something very delightful in the idea of getting back to Nature.

Carstairs coughed. With the resources of civilisation at hand, yes, he replied. Anyway, I expect we shall all be glad of a run ashore. Im afraid you find things a little bit dull sometimes on board ship.

His companion shook her head. No, she said slowly; but a little more excitement perhaps would not come amiss. Nothing seems to happen at sea; no post, no newspapers, no scandal.

Hm! We might have managed that, said Carstairs, in tones of self-reproach. Ill speak to Pope about it. I believe the whole fact of the matter is you are still suffering from a most unfeminine thirst for adventure.

Suppose we go up to the Solomons; the skipper has got some gruesome stories about them.

Adventure without risk, said Lady Penrose firmly. I have got no use for the other kind. The sea-stories I used to read in my youth were full of incident; in real life nothing seems to happen. As a matter of fact, I dont really want an adventure for myself; I want one for Captain Tollhurst.

Altruist, murmured Carstairs.

Anything but that, said Lady Penrose; but if I have to listen to any more of his deeds of derring-do I shall address the crew, storm the saloon, and put him in irons.

Mutiny! said Carstairs, with a smile.

Call it what you like, was the reply, but it does seem hard that with a hero like that on board there should be no opportunity for a display of his powers. It isnt fair to him, you know.

Carstairs smiled again, and Lady Penrose, with a side glance at him, clasped her hands and sat thinking. She took another glance at him and their eyes met. Hers were soft and seemed unusually large. He observed them with interest.

I was going to ask a favour of you, she said, at last, with a little laugh, but you have been so kind that I wont. Its presuming on good-nature.

Please, said Carstairs earnestly.

His companion shook her head with an imitation of determination that he mistook for the real thing. He became insistent.

You wouldnt agree, she said, at last, after many arguments.

Anything that is possible, said Carstairs with emphasis.

It is such a great favour, she murmured, and I ought not to ask it.

The bigger the better, said Carstairs stoutly. Now, what is it?

Lady Penrose hesitated and looked away. Better leave it alone, she said, turning to him again, with a smile. Why do you tempt me?

What is it? he repeated.

Do you pass your word to grant it? she inquired.

Certainly, provided it is nothing impossible, said Carstairs.

Oh, how good you are! she said, with a disturbing smile. Mind, you have passed your word!

Carstairs, vaguely uneasy, nodded, I am quite sure that Lady Penrose would ask nothing that  that he began.

Lady Penrose laughed. Oh, ho, wouldnt she? she retorted. Thats why she got your promise first. You know, if theres one thing I feel certain of about you it is that you would never in any circumstances break your word. I am sure that you would go to the stake first. However unpleasant

Suppose we stop this unwholesome flattery and get to business, interrupted the paragon.

Lady Penrose nodded. Very well, she said briskly. I want the head of Captain Tollhurst on a charger.

Oh! said Carstairs, relieved. Oh, is that all? What a fuss to make about a little thing like that! I have no doubt Tollhurst will be delighted.

His feelings dont matter. Now, you have passed your word, you know; there is no escape for you. I want  a mutiny.

What, as well as Tollhursts head? inquired her astonished host.

Same thing, said Lady Penrose. Captain Tollhurst will lose his head when it happens and the thing is done. He will never hold it up again.

Carstairs became grave. You are not serious, he protested.

Never more so in my life, said Lady Penrose, cheerfully.

I know better, said Carstairs stoutly. You are far too kind and good-natured and thoughtful for others, and

Suppose we stop this unwholesome flattery and get to business, quoted the other, smiling.

And you mustnt forget that Tollhurst is my guest, concluded Carstairs gravely.

And you mustnt forget that you promised me, said Lady Penrose. Oh, I can see myself clinging to his arm and begging him to save me. Like this, you know!

She clung lightly to Carstairs arm and gazed at him appealingly.

Well, he would if you looked at him like that, he said, with a laugh, as she released his arm. He couldnt help himself. And suppose he takes the thing seriously and kills somebody? Besides, think how frightened the ladies would be. It is impossible.

I will arrange for the ladies, said Lady Penrose dryly.

It isnt fair to Tollhurst, said Carstairs, shaking his head obstinately. It cant be done.

Why not? It gives him the opportunity of his life. Think what a magnificent chance it gives him of displaying his courage. You dont doubt his valour, do you?

Your duplicity, said Carstairs mournfully, is shocking.

And Im sure the sailors would enjoy it.

Poor fellows; their lives are very grey, Mr. Carstairs, very grey.

Nothing to what mine would be, said Carstairs. You wont hold me to my promise, Lady Penrose?

I certainly shall, she answered. And here comes Captain Vobster, she added, as the burly figure of the skipper came down from the bridge. Oh, captain!

Maam, said the skipper, pausing and raising his cap.

Mr. Carstairs has got a little request to make. He was waiting to speak to you about it.

Yes, sir? said Vobster, looking from one to the other.

Carstairs shifted in his seat. Lady Penrose finds life at sea rather dull, captain, he said, after an awkward pause, and she was suggesting a little excitement which I feel sure you would not care to permit.

Mr. Carstairs, thats not fair, said Lady Penrose sharply.

Captain Vobster gazed at her with admiration. Anything that I can do to oblige Lady Penrose, sir he began.

Lady Penrose returned his glance of admiration with interest. Thank you, Captain Vobster, she said warmly. I felt sure of your support.

There was another long pause, broken at last by Carstairs. Lady Penrose was wondering whether you could provide a little  er  er  amusement, he said desperately.

Amusement! repeated the skipper, and, tilting his cap, scratched his head as an aid to thought.

We want the crew to amuse us, captain, explained Lady Penrose.

The skippers face cleared and his cap settled back into its place. Crew, he said meditatively. Lemme see. Theres one of em plays the concertina, I know, because Ive stopped him at it half a dozen times. And theres one of em can walk on his hands surprising well. Mr. Pope met him doing it night before last, and it gave him quite a shock.

Carstairs sighed. Ah, Im afraid Lady Penrose wouldnt be satisfied with simple, healthy amusements of that kind; she wants something more elaborate. This conversation is quite private, captain?

Certainly, sir, said that mystified mariner.

Well, she  er  wants you to  to arrange a mutiny.

As soon as possible, added the smiling Lady Penrose, before it leaks out. Tomorrow would do.

A mutiny! ejaculated the startled Vobster. A mutiny! What, aboard of my ship?

Only an imitation one, you know, said Carstairs. Just pretending.

A little play, really, explained Lady Penrose hastily. Like a charade, you know, or Dumbo Crambo. The crew seizing the passengers  only the men, of course  and holding the officers down.

Hold repeated the skipper, in a strangulated voice. Hold  holding the  I think I see em doing it. I think I see em  I  I

His face turned a deep purple and the veins in his neck swelled. Past speech, he took a turn up and down, gobbling helplessly. Lady Penrose sat regarding him with gentle interest.

It is only fun, Captain Vobster, she said softly; and the men would enjoy it so. They dont have much amusement, poor things. Their lives are very grey.

The skipper pulled up short and stood eyeing her. And theyd be black and blue, too, before Id done with them, if they laid hands on me, he growled.

Then you refuse to give your consent, captain? said Carstairs, with great cheerfulness.

With all respect to you, sir, most certainly, said Vobster, still breathing hard. Ive been asked to do a good many things in my life, but Ive never been asked before to let a pack of idle, good-for-nothing focsle sweepings hold me down. Never!

Im so sorry, said Carstairs, turning to Lady Penrose, with an air of gentle regret, but you see how it is, dont you? I was afraid all along that Captain Vobster wouldnt. You see, there is such a strong idea of discipline rooted in

Yes, I know, said Lady Penrose impatiently, but its a great disappointment to me. Please leave me to myself for a minute or two; I want to think.

Im awfully sorry, said Carstairs, rising. Come along, captain.

I want him, said Lady Penrose calmly, as the relieved skipper turned to obey.

Carstairs started, and meeting the skippers eye gave him a glance full of warning; Vobster, in return, favoured him with something as near a wink as his sense of discipline would allow.

Come and sit here, said Lady Penrose, with a gracious smile, as Carstairs walked off.

I want to talk to you.

Captain Vobster looked around helplessly, and, accepting the inevitable, planted himself in the chair. A graven image would have looked more amenable to reason. Bolt upright, with his clenched fists on his knees, he sat ready to refuse all overtures.

Have you ever set your heart upon having anything? she inquired, in a small, timid voice.

Very often, was the reply.

Ah, you can sympathise with me, then, remarked Lady Penrose gently.

And, generally speaking, said Captain Vobster, nodding to himself with great satisfaction, it turned out fortunate for me that I didnt get it.

How nice! she murmured, with a vindictive glance. But when you were engaged, Captain Vobster, and your fiancée asked you for anything

She didnt, interrupted the skipper, freshly.

No?

No; she waited until we were married. Then, continued Captain Vobster, his face darkening, she made up for it.

It comes to the same thing, said Lady Penrose hopefully.

Yes  she didnt get it, said Vobster, with a chuckle.

Lady Penrose laughed, and the skipper, relaxing, took up a more comfortable position.

It is no good for anybody to try and get the better of you, Captain Vobster, she said, in admiring accents. You have too much strength of mind. Do you know that in manner and appearance you remind me very much of Lord Merton?

The astonished Vobster put his cap straight. Indeed! he murmured.

The likeness is extraordinary; even your voices are alike. When we get back I must introduce you; then you can see for yourself. You will come and see me, wont you?

I shall be delighted, was the reply.

And then I shall be able to ask Mrs. Vobster about those things she didnt get.

The skipper shifted a little in his seat. Oh, shed be sure to tell you she got em, he said uneasily. You see  she  she has got a sort of idea rooted in her head that she gets her own way. Course, I need hardly say  

Of course, agreed his listener, anybody could see that.

It pleases her, and it dont hurt me, if you understand.

Perfectly, said Lady Penrose. Now, Captain Vobster, as a special favour to me wont you oblige by helping us in our little play? It is only just private theatricals, and we cant do it without your consent. On board ship the captain is, of course, master. His word is law.

The unhappy skipper looked about him helplessly. I never heard of such a thing before, he said awkwardly. Never.

Neither have I, said the temptress frankly; and, of course, with most captains I shouldnt have dreamt of such a thing. With an ordinary captain, destitute of any sense of humour, it would be impossible. Really  to tell you a secret  it was observing the command you have over your men that made me think of it first, I believe. That and your likeness to Lord Merton. He would have jumped at it. Shall we walk?

She rose, and, placing her hand on the skippers arm, paced slowly up and down. Her face expressed gentle resignation.

You see, its the sailormen, said the perturbed Vobster, after half a dozen turns.

Lady Penrose nodded. Of course; but I know you well enough to know that you would have them thoroughly in hand all the time.

And it would look so bad for me, continued the skipper. What should I be supposed to be doing while those lazy rascals of mine were mutinying?

That would be all right, she said softly. I thought of you first.

Vobster smiled. Thank you, he said gratefully, but I dont see

Six of the biggest and most powerful men in the ship must seize you suddenly from behind and gag and bind you.

Bind! spluttered the skipper, dropping her arm and springing back. Bind! Gag! Bind and gag me? What, sailormen? ME!

And Mr. Carstairs and Sir Edward Talwyn and the others, said Lady Penrose, in a coaxing voice. You wont be alone. Sir Edward is one of the oldest baronets in the kingdom, and hell enjoy it. I am sure of it. Now, Captain Vobster, you will, wont you? She took his arm again without any assistance from him and gazed at him in mute appeal. He cleared his throat.

I dont like to be a spoil-sport, he began firmly, but when

And you wont, she interrupted, with conviction. I am sure you wont. After all, its only acting. Why, Ive seen a prince play the part of a servant-girl, in a dirty cap and apron with his nose smutted. Now, Im not suggesting anything so undignified for you.

Not gagging? demanded the skipper thickly.

Nothing like so bad. Of course, the men will only pretend to bind you, said Lady Penrose, looking up as Pope and Carstairs came towards them. Oh, Mr. Carstairs, Captain Vobster, in the noblest fashion, has consented.

EH? said Carstairs and Vobster, in tones of blank amazement.

He is a born actor, continued Lady Penrose. He saw all sorts of possibilities in the part. He is going to be bound and gagged. Pretend to be, I mean.

I  I began the indignant skipper, I  Im afraid

Now, Captain Vobster, said Lady Penrose, with conviction, I am quite sure that nothing could make you afraid.

Bound and gagged? repeated Pope, open-eyed. Why, whats he done?

Hsh! Nothing, said Lady Penrose, with a radiant smile at the fermenting Vobster. Nothing, except to refuse to say  No to a lady.

Well, nobody expected him to do that, said the mystified Pope.

Captain Vobster looked about him with the helpless gaze of a trapped animal. Very well, he said thickly. Very well; but I must have instructions from you before witnesses, sir. I wont do it without. And Ill have em in writing.

Better do it now, said the triumphant Lady Penrose before Carstairs could speak. Come along, Mr. Pope. Now, Mr. Carstairs.

She walked towards the drawing-room, the two gentlemen following, leaving Captain Vobster a prey to gloom alone on the deck. A harmless seaman passing to his work found himself brought up by a gaze of cold and concentrated venom. He faltered, and stood still.

WELL? inquired the skipper, in a hurricane voice.

Yessir, said the man, and, backing slowly, turned and fled.

Gagged! said Vobster, to the mainmast, in a broken voice. By sailormen!


CHAPTER XVIII

MR. POPE, with his hands clasped behind his back and his head bowed in thought, paced slowly up and down the deck. His face was grave and the lines on his brow suggested worry. Knight, coming out from the smoke-room, eyed him with concern.

Halloa! he cried, whats the matter? Seen a blackbeetle?

Pope gave him a baleful glance over the top of his glasses. Run away and play, he said shortly.

Right-o, said the other, crouching. Ill hop you twice round the ship for tuppence.

And try and be serious for once, said the older man, reddening. Ive got things to think about.

What things?

Cabinet secrets, said Pope loftily.

What are they? Now, its no use looking at me in that fashion; you ought to know that by this time.

Well, I cant tell you, grunted the other, looking around carefully. Better go away; if Lady Penrose sees us she may think I am talking about things I oughtnt to.

Knight nodded. You go to your cabin, he said, in the low tones of a conspirator, and Ill come in for a cigar.

Pope shook his head, but without decision, and after a turn or two disappeared. Knight gave him a couple of minutes grace, and then entered his cabin.

Halloa! Whod have thought of seeing you here? he exclaimed.

Do be serious, said Pope testily. Ive a good mind to tell you, because Im afraid things might get out of hand if I dont. Theyre shoving all the responsibility on to me.

They generally do, murmured the other, eyeing him carefully. I dont know what Carstairs would do without you.

If things go wrong, said Pope, biting the end off a cigar and placing it in his mouth while he fumbled in his pocket for matches, theyll blame me. Everybody will; Lady Penrose said so. Carstairs has given me full powers; he has left all the details to me.

Knight made a sympathetic noise and waited. To pass the time he took a cigar, and let it out two minutes later in his interest at Popes revelations.

And Im only telling you, concluded the latter, because I thought that if you took it seriously things might go a bit too far. It would be a serious thing if you broke anybodys head.

It would, said Knight grimly; and more serious still if they broke mine. Im going to tell Maloney; his temper is not exactly lamb-like. And what about the ladies? Theyll be scared to death.

I am to prepare them, replied Pope. Ive got to do everything, it seems to me. Lady Penrose doesnt want to appear in it, and Carstairs says he washes his hands of it. Ive had no end of difficulty in trying to explain to the bosun what he has got to do. He is to be the ringleader.

They couldnt have left it in more capable hands, said Knight warmly. They have avoided disaster by relying on your common sense. And Vobster has got written instructions?

Pope nodded, and Knight, relighting his cigar, paused to pay a few more well-turned compliments, and withdrew. In the solitude of his own cabin he sat for some time considering ways and means of turning the information he had received to his own advantage. He had an idea that it would be an odd thing if he could not fish to some purpose in such troubled waters as a mutiny, and Maloney, whose cabin he invaded after dinner, felt disposed to agree with him. In low tones they discussed the situation.

Its a bit hard on Tollhurst, said Knight slowly.

We might give him the tip, suggested the doctor.

Knight shook his head. Ive got a better plan, he said, if I could only get it carried out.

He bent to the doctors ear, and whispered.

Eh? said the other, starting back. Nonsense. Its impossible!

Well see, said Knight. With your assistance and

You can count me out, interrupted the doctor coldly. Im not very particular, but Carstairs happens, for the time being, to be my employer.

It would be doing him a good turn, said Knight eagerly.

Also, there is a lady in the case, continued the other.

Of course there is, retorted Knight. Ive just been telling you. Its her scheme, and theres no reason why she should object to having it touched up a little bit here and there. Thats all I propose to do.

The doctor laughed and stretched himself. How are you going to manage it? he inquired.

Im going to enlist the services of Biggs. Ive left word for him to come round to my cabin at ten to-night. You can come, too, if you like. Im disappointed in you  

I thought youd have jumped at the idea. Anyway, I know youll keep quiet. Pity you havent got more spirit.

Maloney shifted. Thatll do, he said curtly. And I dont think Biggsll be much use to you.

Knight nodded. Hell be all right, he said confidently. Hes very popular with the crew owing to his democratic notions. Moreover, he is at the present moment suffering badly from unrequited affection. Mudge has bestowed her hand and heart upon Markham, and I fancy that Biggs is in the mood at present for any mischief that turns up. He is in a reckless mood.

The doctor rose. Therell be a little surgical work for me, if you are not careful, he remarked. Mind, Im not going to assist; I shall content myself with holding a watching brief.

I knew you were all right, said Knight, with a grin. Come along at ten to-night and see me handle Biggs.

As a matter of fact, very little handling was required. Mr. Biggs evinced no surprise at the recital, and, so far from objecting to Knights improvements, came forward with some really good suggestions.

Thatll be all right, sir, he said, delicately puffing at a cigar Knight had given him. The bosun has already told the crew what is to be done, and itll be quite easy to make a few alterations. I was one of the first he told, him wanting my assistance. Ive been teaching em how to howl this afternoon, down in the focsle. Surprising how slow they are at learning. They seemed to think they were a Sunday-school choir at first.

Excellent, said Knight. But youll have to be careful with the bosun. Give him to understand that the new instructions are from Mr. Pope and the skipper and they preferred him to get them in a roundabout way. Tell him that its Carstairs wish, but nobody wants to appear responsible for it.

Ay, ay, sir! said Biggs, with a confident nod. Tam wont give any trouble. Hes a stiff chap, but hes got the brain of a five-year-old. Hell believe anything I tell him. And if I could tell the hands that there was a fiver for them if things go off properly

Of course, said Knight. And, by the way, you had better not be one of the mutineers.

Course not, sir, replied Biggs, in an injured voice. Im one of the after-guard. Ive already arranged with the chap thats to knock me out. Showed him just where to pretend to hit me. And told him to remember that it is pretending, too.

He helped himself to a whisky and soda by request and went off.

I thought he would be all right, said Knight, turning to the silent doctor. He didnt like Lady Penrose interfering. She gave good advice to Mudge about Markham, so Mrs. Ginnell tells me. Biggs and Tarn are as thick as thieves now, and this businessll be a labour of love to em.

Ill get a few dressings ready, said Maloney. When is this affair supposed to start?

When we get to the island. Vobster expects to make it to-morrow. He prefers it to happen with the ship laid to. Pope says he is like a particularly nasty bear with a particularly nasty sore head. Cant get anything out of him except grunts.

The atoll, represented by the tops of a little cluster of coco-nut palms, came into sight an hour after lunch next day. Other scattered palms became visible as the Starlight drew near, and a little later the long, narrow strip of land with the surf thundering on the beach drew most of the company into the bows. They drifted back in ones and twos to the greater comfort to be found aft as the ship, steaming along the weather side, came into view of the lagoon.

How lovely! said Miss Flack to Mrs. Ginnell, as the skipper shouted orders and the noise of the screw suddenly ceased. I suppose this little play the crew have got up for us will be ready soon?

I hope so, said Mrs. Ginnell. I am longing to get ashore.

So interesting to see the dear sailors trying to act, murmured Miss Flack. I thought Mr. Carstairs was looking rather worried this morning; perhaps it will cheer him up. But why werent we allowed to tell the men?

Mrs. Ginnell shook her head. Dont know, Im sure, she replied, with a puzzled air. Mr. Pope said it was part of the play.

The voice of Captain Vobster was heard again from the bridge in a series of angry barks.

The captain seems rather cross about something, said Lady Penrose, turning to Carstairs, with a smile. I am feeling so excited.

I am ashamed of myself, said Carstairs gravely. Its a sorry trick for a man to play on a guest.

Guest? said Lady Penrose. I dont understand you.

Tollhurst, said Carstairs, raising his eyebrows.

Lady Penrose laughed. Why should you think so particularly of Captain Tollhurst? she inquired. Its the same for him as the others. Suppose that Sir Edward or Mr. Knight or any of the others behave badly?

By Jove! said the other, aghast. I never thought of that. I may make several enemies instead of one; I shall not have a friend left. You will have to be very good to me.

I will  if your fears are justified, she said, with a smile.

Tiny little place, said Tollhurst, lounging up and gazing at the island. However, itll be a change after the ship.

I hope it is uninhabited, said Lady Penrose.

Plenty of ns to look after you if it is not, returned Tollhurst, with a smile, but Talwyn and I have been inspecting it with our glasses, and I dont think there is any doubt. Knight has been examining it, too. He seemed quite anxious about it. Youre not looking very well, Carstairs! Feel all right?

Quite, replied Carstairs, who had been nervously glancing along the deck. Ready for anything, he added desperately as he met Lady Penroses gaze.

He looked idly at Mr. Biggs, who had come up from the engine-room and was standing on the top of the ladder drinking in big draughts of fresh air. With a final gulp Biggs disappeared, and a minute later a couple of firemen, grasping iron bars and grinning sheepishly, came up the ladder and went forward. A seaman passed.

Whats that chap doing with a pistol? exclaimed Tollhurst, gazing after him.

Carstairs swallowed, and shook his head as a low threatening murmur was heard forward. It died away as Captain Vobster began to speak, and then broke out again in increased volume.

Whats the matter? inquired Peplow, coming up.

Seems to be a little argument, replied Tollhurst. Looks like trouble, he added, as an extraordinary storm of hoots and groans broke out.

Get back to your work, bellowed Vobster. The first man that moves

A couple of pistol-shots rang out, and his voice was drowned in a prolonged and ferocious roar. The ladies, partly amused and partly scared, clustered round Carstairs.

What on earths happening? shouted Knight. By Jove! theyve got the mate down. Well done, Vobster! Well done!

Hes down, too, said Effie Blake, clasping her hands. Oh!

The burly form of the skipper disappeared in the press. Lady Penrose gave a faint scream. Captain Tollhurst, save us! she implored, as a body of seamen, waving pistols and clubs, came surging towards them.

Save us! echoed the Misses Blake and Seacombe.

Extraordinary! murmured Tollhurst.

He sprang forward, and with a heavy blow knocked the leading man off his feet, and snatching a pistol from the hand of the next gave him a smart rap over the head with it. The next moment he was down and lost to view in a squirming mass of legs and arms. A seaman, extricating himself from the scrum, paid a profane but heartfelt compliment to the captains teeth.

The whole thing was so rapid that for a few moments nobody moved. Then Peplow, moving forward, fell headlong over the foot of the watchful doctor. Biggs, dashing up from the engine-room, received a blow on the head as per arrangement and subsided; Talwyn was held back by Knight.

No use, said the latter, in a hurried whisper. Keep quiet and bide your time.

He caught his breath as Tam, having finished with the skipper, came rushing aft. The boatswain was transfigured. His eyes were blazing and his face contorted. A faint scream from Miss Flack paid tribute to his appearance.

Now, my lads! he bawled, smartly with it. Into the boat with him; we dont want no owners aboard.

Before the astounded Carstairs could move he was seized by willing hands and forced to the side.

Here! What the devil are you doing? he gasped.

Shove him in the boat and put him ashore, roared the boatswain. Lively with it now. And you can put this lady in to keep him company.

Stop, you fools! shouted Carstairs, struggling violently, as a couple of hands seized Lady Penrose and bore her after him.

How dare you? she demanded wrathfully as they moved towards the boat. Her gaze fell on Captain Vobster, who, with a dirty cloth over his mouth and trussed like a fowl, was sitting with his back against the smoke-room. Captain Vobster! she cried. Why dont you stop them? Stop them at once!

In with them, cried Tarn, levelling a pistol at the little knot of amazed passengers. If any man moves Ill shoot him.

He stood until the couple were placed in the boat, and then, placing the pistol in his pocket, stepped forward and seizing Miss Mudge raised her in his arms. Miss Mudge, buffeting his face with one hand, seized a handful of hair with the other.

Easy, my dear, cried the boatswain, his eyes watering. Ere, not quite so much of it. Lor lumme, I wish I was coming with you!

He relinquished her with relief. The boat was lowered and pulled rapidly towards the shore. Tam, wiping his brow, stood considering.

Take the others below while I make up my mind what to do with them, he said at last.

He walked to the side and stood for some time watching the receding boat. Then he turned, and bending down with his hands on his knees gazed respectfully at the protruding eyes and purple cheeks of the trussed Vobster.

I ope I done it as you wished, sir, he said, with an uneasy wriggle. No bloodshed, and everybody appy and comfortable.


CHAPTER XIX

BREATHING hard after a struggle which had ended in his landing on the island in a very uncomfortable fashion, Carstairs, with a face of blank amazement, stood watching the receding boat as it pulled across the still waters of the lagoon. He stood until it had passed the reef, and, reduced by distance to a mere speck, drew alongside the yacht. He turned to Lady Penrose and Miss Mudge, who stood behind.

I dont know he began.

Look! exclaimed the girl breathlessly. Carstairs looked seawards again, and, hardly able to believe his eyes, stood motionless as the ship, after picking up her boat, swung round and steamed away from the island. In a dazed fashion he turned and met the scornful gaze of Lady Penrose.

Did you he began.

I? said Lady Penrose, with a gesture of impotent wrath. I Oh, this is too much!

She turned and walked away, waving an imperious hand as he offered to follow. Somewhat crestfallen he came back and stood gazing at Miss Mudge, who, having made a comfortable place in the sand, was sitting in it indulging in the luxury of a good cry.

There, there, he said uneasily, dont cry.

Ca-cant help it, said the girl, between her sobs. Im frightened. Have we got to stay here all night?

Carstairs stooped and began to turn over a pile of stores that had been put out of the boat with them. I dont know what the arrangements are exactly, he said, at length, but it looks like it. Suppose you leave off crying and lend me a hand with this tent.

He began to drag the canvas higher up the beach, and Miss Mudge, after an aggressive sniff or two, wiped her eyes and followed with the pole. Twice the half-suffocated Carstairs had to extricate himself from folds of billowing canvas, but the tent was pitched at last and the stores moved into it. The generous quantity of goods provided did not lessen his uneasiness. There were things in tins, things in bottles, a fair-sized cask of water, and half a bag of ships biscuit. A large axe and other tools, a gun and a revolver, blankets, and crockery of the enamelled order completed the tale of their belongings.

Well, we shant starve, he said, looking around.

We shant sleep, said Miss Mudge, eyeing the blankets dolefully. Not even a pillow. And what are we to sit on?

Carstairs, who was watching the distant figure of Lady Penrose proceeding slowly along the beach, made no reply. He turned and walked in the same direction, and, pausing irresolutely after a few steps, came back to the tent again.

He filled his pipe and sat for a long time smoking. The ship had disappeared and there was nothing in sight seawards but the still, blue waters of the lagoon and the tumbling seas beyond the reef. A glance sideways showed him Lady Penrose sitting down a quarter of a mile away and also looking out over the water. It was evident that she found his company distasteful.

Better make some tea, he said, rising and fetching a small spirit-stove from the tent. You can tell Lady Penrose that I have gone to explore the island and shall not be back for some time.

He went off in the opposite direction, and, reaching the end of the atoll, turned and proceeded along the weather side. The wind there was fresh and strong and the sea thundered at his feet in great white breakers. With his binoculars he scanned the horizon in vain for any sign of the missing ship. Puzzled and perturbed, he continued on his way until, the desolation of the beach proving too much for him, he made his way across to the lagoon again.

Lady Penrose and Mudge went off together as he approached the tent, but, all things considered, he made a very substantial meal. He lit his pipe again when it was finished, and then, feeling himself somewhat in the way, went off along the beach and, making himself a comfortable seat in the white coral sand, sat down to think things over.

He came back to find the tent closed for the night. A blanket which had been thrown outside was evidently intended for his use, and somewhat touched by this sign of consideration for his welfare he hollowed out a bed in the sand and tried to arrange himself comfortably before the short twilight should disappear.

He fell asleep after a long period of wakefulness only to start up at dawn with a violent attack of cramp. The inhabitants of the tent awoke two seconds later, and the inflection of their whispers testified to their annoyance. Three times in all did Carstairs hurriedly forsake his couch and hop up and down on a leg that was trying to tie itself into knots; and three times did the murmuring of the people within add to his discomfort. He rose at last just in time to forestall a fourth attack, and, making his way along the beach, stripped and waded into the lagoon.

Miss Mudge got up an hour later, and after a cautious glance round went down to the water and returned with a well-filled bucket.

Has Mr. Carstairs gone? inquired Lady Penrose from the interior of the tent.

The answer being satisfactory, she came out, and after a soapless wash in salt water sat down for Mudge to attend to her hair.

At the sound of a not very distant cough she sprang to her feet and, with her hair flying, disappeared hastily inside the tent.

I beg pardon, said Carstairs, as Mudge stood regarding him with a hostile stare. Im sorry I disturbed Lady Penrose, but I have just found this little comb in my pocket. She may be glad of it.

Mudge! cried an imperious voice from the tent.

The girl stooped and put her head inside. My lady doesnt require a comb, sir, she said, returning.

Oh, all right. Sorry, said Carstairs, pitching it in front of her.

My lady doesnt require a comb, sir, repeated Mudge, in severe accents.

Just so, said Carstairs mildly. Just so; but I suppose I can leave it in my  er  sleeping apartment if I wish? I shall not be back for some time.

He turned, and, keeping the fate of Lots wife well in mind, disappeared in the distance. Lady Penrose, after watching from the tent, came out and sat on the beach again.

I do hope therell be no savages, my lady, said Miss Mudge, gazing helplessly at her mistresss hair. Every time I woke up in the night I was thinking of them.

I prefer savages to some civilised people, said Lady Penrose, glancing in the direction Carstairs had taken.

Yes, my lady, said the girl dutifully, but Id like to see that Mr. Tarn again, that I would  I got some of his hair when he caught hold of me.

Lady Penrose sighed, and then, as the girl proceeded to use her fingers as a comb, uttered a sharp exclamation.

You are not doing Mr. Tams hair, she said sharply. Oh! You are hurting me! Dont be so clumsy!

Im very sorry, my lady, murmured the offender, but your hair is so thick. And Ive never seen it in such a tangle before.

Its never had such a pillow before, was the reply. O-oh! Oh!

Its the sand in it, I think, said the girl, pausing. If wed only got a comb

Yes, but we have not.

No, we have not, said Miss Mudge, with a longing glance at Carstairs comb. She tightened her lips and attacked her task once more.

You are very clumsy, said the victim, wincing.

Yes, my lady, said the girl, with a doleful sniff. It isnt my fault. Ill do hair with anybody, if Ive only got the things to do it with. And Im afraid your hair will be ruined for ever. It does seem a shame.

Lady Penrose looked grave. Has Mr. Carstairs gone for a walk? she inquired.

Yes, my lady.

A long walk?

He said he shouldnt be back for some time, replied the girl.

There was a long silence, at the end of which Lady Penrose gave a slight cough. Miss Mudge started, and stepping backwards in an unobtrusive fashion picked up the comb, and, still using the fingers of her left hand, began to use the comb with the right.

After a few seconds she abandoned the use of fingers altogether.

You see, you can do it all right if you like, said her mistress.

Oh, my lor  . Yes, my lady, said Miss Mudge respectfully.

She finished her task at last, and, Lady Penrose having retired to the tent to complete her toilet, busied herself with preparations for breakfast.

Make haste, said a voice from the tent. I am hungry.

Theres no matches, said the girl. Mr. Carstairs must have gone off with them. Shall I go and ask him for them?

Lady Penrose hesitated. No, she said at last, it doesnt matter. We can drink cold water.

Miss Mudge sighed, and with lagging footsteps went to the barrel and filled a couple of mugs with the refreshing beverage. A piece of stale bread and some oil that had once been butter completed the feast. And they had just finished, when the offender came sauntering up and with a cheerful smile asked for a cup of tea.

Certainly, said Lady Penrose, as she got up and moved towards the tent. You are our host, I believe. We have just finished.

Carstairs looked down at the remains of the feast.

Good gracious! he exclaimed. Havent you had any tea?

No matches, muttered Miss Mudge.

Im very sorry, said Carstairs, going on his knees and lighting the stove. How thoughtless of me. Fill the kettle, please.

The girl obeyed with alacrity.

And fetch a tin of something and some biscuits.

He waved the girl away when the kettle boiled and made the tea himself, and despite the fact that the mug he sent in to Lady Penrose was returned untasted, with a curt message to the effect that she had had her breakfast, partook of a hearty meal. Miss Mudge, without prejudice, accepted three mugs of tea.

He sat smoking after the meal and reviewing in all its bearings a situation which was becoming more and more difficult. He knocked out his pipe and raising his field-glasses looked long and earnestly at the horizon. The blue surface of the sea was unbroken, and there was no sound except the noise of the surf on the outer beach. He turned, with a grave face, as Lady Penrose emerged from the tent.

This is extraordinary, he exclaimed.

Lady Penrose, who was walking on, paused for a moment. I am glad you think so, she said over her shoulder.

Incomprehensible, murmured Carstairs. However, I suppose we must make the best of it. I hope you slept well?

Thank you; yes.

I was afraid I might have disturbed you. I am not used to sleeping in the open, and I got somewhat cramped. The dew was very heavy.

Lady Penrose said Indeed!

And I must say, exclaimed Carstairs, with sudden heat, that the part is unworthy of your powers.

Part, sir? said Lady Penrose sharply. Part?

Carstairs nodded. Little Miss Muffitt, he explained; and, frankly, I dont like being the spider. The part doesnt suit me.

Lit-tle Miss Muffitt! repeated Lady Penrose, breathless with indignation.

Thats how it appears to me, said Carstairs. Exactly like the old nursery rhyme. Directly I come, you disappear. Wont you please tell me why you are treating me like this?

Is there any need to ask? she inquired.

I think so, said Carstairs firmly. I behave very well indeed; remarkably well, I might say, to keep my word to you, and this is all the thanks I get.

Lady Penrose stood eyeing him in perplexity. When I made that foolish suggestion I was not prepared for your  improvements, she said at last.

Improvements, said the other. Mine? Good heavens! You dont think that I arranged this, do you?

I imagine that the captain looked to you for orders, Mr. Carstairs.

Orders! repeated Carstairs. Orders! I  I told him to do just what you suggested, and not a word more. Not a word. I thought that the whole thing would last about a couple of minutes, and I thought  I hoped  that it would deceive nobody. Why should I do such a thing? Give me a reason.

Lady Penrose gave a slight toss of the head. I am not here to be catechised, she remarked coldly.

But its so unfair, protested Carstairs. What reason could there possibly be for my behaving in such an outrageous fashion? You dont think I wanted to carry off Mudge, do you? Or  or  By Jove!

He stopped suddenly and gasped. Lady Penrose looked out to sea.

Cant you see what an awkward position you have placed me in? she said at last.

Not me, said Carstairs earnestly. I assure you that I know nothing whatever about it. I shouldnt dare do such a thing. My respect and  and admiration  hopeless admiration  for you are far too great.

Mr. Carstairs! said Lady Penrose, reddening.

Its true, he said stoutly.

I hope that the others will think so, retorted Lady Penrose, clasping her hands. Think of Mrs. Jardine!

And Miss Flack, and the girls, said Carstairs helpfully. Yes. Still, what does it matter? And I will be quite frank with you. I am enjoying this.

Enjoying it? she gasped. What is there to enjoy?

Sense of adventure, replied Carstairs. And look at the cool, bright green of those palms and the colour of the water. Its marvellous. But, above all and beyond all, I am enjoying the society.

Lady Penrose made a very creditable attempt to look bewildered.

Mind, continued the other, I am quite innocent in this affair; I had no more idea of being bundled into a boat like a truss of hay and landed here than you had, but the society of Lady Penrose compensates for everything.

Mr. Carstairs!

Its true, and I had to say it. Ive been wanting to say it for a long time.

Theres no need to say it to Mudge, retorted Lady Penrose, glancing at the tent.

Sorry, said Carstairs, moving nearer to her, but we are so far apart.

Lady Penrose drew back a little  perhaps a couple of feet. But who is responsible for this? she demanded. Have the crew really mutinied?

Carstairs shook his head. I know no more than you do, he replied. You heard all that passed so far as Im concerned. Pope gave instructions as to details.

Mr. Pope would never dream began Lady Penrose.

No, no, said Carstairs. It was real enough so far as I could see. And I must say that Tollhurst behaved splendidly. His behaviour was excellent. I was very pleased. He quite justified my opinion of him.

I wonder whether he knew, murmured Lady Penrose.

Nobody knew except ourselves and Pope, replied Carstairs, and the ladies were only informed just before it happened. This comes of playing with edged tools.

All my fault, said Lady Penrose, shaking her head. I wonder you care to speak to me.

Carstairs laughed. I would sooner talk to you than do anything else in the world, he replied. I am enjoying this amazingly. And you are not angry with me for  for telling you  how much I admire you? Lady Penrose bit her lip. Mr. Carstairs, she said entreatingly, if you only knew what ears Mudge has got!

I understand, said Carstairs, as he moved closer and led her along the beach. Lets see how far she can hear.

Their voices died away in the distance, and Miss Mudge, watching them from the tent, thought sadly of Mr. Markham, Mr. Biggs, a young man in the general shop at Berstead, and three members of the crew.


CHAPTER XX

MR. TARN, somewhat overcome at the success of his leadership, stood in the saloon surveying his helpless victims. The truculence had faded from his face, and given way to an expression of acute uneasiness. He had got to the end of his tether, and was now looking anxiously round in search of a prompter.

We dont want any more violence, said Knight, with a warning glance at him. These ladies had better go to the drawingroom.

As you please, sir, said the desperado mildly.

And dont play with us, proceeded Knight, winking at him. Its bad enough to be in your power without being played with like a cat with a mouse. We dont want any of your infernal sarcasm.

My wot? said the amazed boatswain, as the ladies departed under escort.

Im surprised at you, Tarn, said Pope, in a deep voice. Itll be penal servitude for you for this.

Or hanging, said Talwyn grimly.

The unfortunate boatswain looked round imploringly.

Its no good using hard words, said Knight, turning on Pope. Weve got to make the best of things.

And keep this pirate in a good humour, added the doctor, in a low voice. Just get Talwyn and Peplow away while I reason with him. I think I understand his mentality. Theres no objection to these gentlemen going on deck, I suppose? he said, turning to Mr. Tarn.

O course not, said that gentleman effusively. So long as they behave theirselves, he added ferociously as Knight glanced at him.

He stood tugging at his moustache and rolling his eyes as Pope, in a stately fashion, departed with his friends. Then his face relaxed and he gazed piteously at Knight.

Wot about the skipper, sir? he inquired desperately.

What about him? inquired Knight easily. Hes fast enough, isnt he?

Hes fast enough, sir, conceded the boatswain, and Brown is standing on guard over him with the cooks chopper. But wots to be done now?

Knight shook his head. You are in charge, he said slowly. I know all about it. You have had your instructions from Mr. Pope and the skipper, havent you?

In a roundabout way, yes, replied Mr. Tarn; but you heard wot Mr. Pope said about penal servitood just now.

Only his fun; he has got to keep up appearances, said Knight.

And I dont like the way the skipper looks at me, pursued Mr. Tarn, in an aggrieved voice.

Keeping up appearances, said Knight, again. What are you worrying about? He told you to pretend to head a mutiny, didnt he?

Mr. Tarn nodded. And he told the officers not to interfere, he said, seeking to comfort himself. And then Mr. Pope told me; and then Biggs come along and told me to do things that Mr. Pope and the skipper didnt want to tell me themselves. I tell you, Im fair muddled up with it all.

Youre on velvet, said Knight definitely. Well, I wish I was off of it, retorted the boatswain. And wot I want to know is, wots to be done now? The first officer is shut up in his cabin and laying on is back smoking; Captain Tollhurst is shut up in his cabin calling out for his boots and is firearms, wot we took away from im; and the skipper looks as if he might ave a fit at any moment.

I should carry on if I were you, said Knight thoughtfully. Take us for a little cruise in the neighbourhood, and return to the island to-morrow and pick up Mr. Carstairs and the others. And mind, whatever you do, dont take any notice of anything Mr. Pope says; he has got to go on pretending, you know. He is not supposed to know anything about it. Lets go up and see whether the boat is back yet.

He followed the boatswain on deck just as the boat came alongside. Mr. Minns, the second officer, with an odd grin on his good-tempered face, was gazing in a speculative fashion at the skipper and the uneasy-looking seaman who stood guard over him with the chopper.

Skipper plays his part well, said Knight in a low voice.

Mr. Minns, after a quick glance at him, nodded. How many of you are in this? he inquired. And whats the next thing? Do you scuttle the ship, or burn it? Its all in the days work. Dont mind me.

Knight shook his head. Im not sure, he said slowly. I imagine the skipper has got his instructions. He doesnt look very comfortable; but I suppose we had better leave him alone. If he were released he would have to do something for the sake of appearances to get charge of his ship again.

Im not going to release him, if thats what you are driving at, said Mr. Minns hastily. He told me I wasnt to interfere; and I obey orders. If anybody had told me that the old man would let himself be handled like this I wouldnt have believed him. Wheres the pleasure in it? Thats what I want to know. Wheres the pleasure?

He went back to the bridge, stopping on the way to receive instructions from a boatswain whose manner was an unhappy compromise between truculence and deference. The doctor came on deck as the yacht got under way again, and, walking with Knight past the skipper, took careful stock of that hapless mariner.

Vobsters got to be untied, he said, as soon as they were out of earshot. Its no position for a man of his years and temper; hell burst something if he has much more of it. Tell Tarn to take that fool with the chopper away, and leave me a clear deck.

He went below to his cabin, and then to the smoke-room and mixed a long whisky and soda. The ice in the tumbler tinkled pleasantly as he came out on deck and in a stealthy fashion made his way to the pinioned Vobster and sat down beside him.

Easy does it, he said, in a low voice. If I undo your mouth, will you promise not to make a noise?

The skipper, with his eyes glued to the tumbler, nodded vigorously, and Maloney, with a cautious look around, took off the gag and held the tumbler to his lips. Slowly the skippers head tilted backwards until not a drop of the precious fluid remained.

Good? inquired the doctor, placing the glass on the deck.

Splendid, murmured Vobster. Cut these things away. Quick! Cut these  cut these  cut  cut

Bless my soul, said Maloney, with a grin as Knight came up. Hes gone to sleep. He took out his knife and cut the bonds, and, the skipper being unable to do it for himself, straightened out his legs for him, and lowered his head to the deck. Then he signalled to Mr. Tarn, who, in a state of some trepidation, was watching the proceedings from afar off.

Get two or three of the hands and have him carried to bed, he said, as the boatswain came up. Hes tired.

Yessir, said Mr. Tarn doubtfully. And suppose he wakes up while they are a-carrying of im?

He wont, said the doctor.

But spose he does? persisted the other. The doctor rose to his feet and advanced on the boatswain, who backed hastily.

Dye doubt my skill, you imitation pirate? he demanded wrathfully. Take him below, and look sharp about it.

He lent the procession his moral support by accompanying it below and adjuring it in forcible terms when it allowed the skippers head to come into violent contact with the side of his bunk. The boatswain saw fit to regard the incident in a favourable light.

Sleeping beautiful, he said, with an admiring glance at the doctor. I  I wonder whether Captain Tollhurst is thirsty?

The doctor, who was removing the skippers clothes preparatory to putting him to bed, looked up, and under the awful witchery of his glance Mr. Tarn, muttering broken apologies, backed out of the cabin and made his escape.

By the time Maloney reached the deck again the island had almost disappeared, the tops of one or two palms being the only things in sight. In a short time they also vanished.

I suppose Minns will be able to find it again, he said, turning to Knight.

Hell have to, was the reply.

Maloney took his arm and paced him up and down the deserted deck. The third officer, who was in a state of sulky amazement, eyed them curiously as he passed on his way to the bridge.

And what do you expect to get out of all this? inquired the doctor at last.

Knight shrugged his shoulders. They wanted a mutiny, he said, and I have given it to them. Also I have paid off a little bit of my score to Lady Penrose. She got up the mutiny to take a rise out of Tollhurst, and instead of that she is made the victim of her own cleverness. Think how awkward it will be for her when she comes aboard again. She has got to sail all the way home with Tollhurst and the other people. Shell see the joke in the face of every member of the crew, and I think she will be much too quiet and subdued to interfere with me much.

Upon my word! began the doctor, staring at him.

And the story will follow her home, continued Knight, with improvements, probably. She will be credited with having tried to kidnap Carstairs.

I ought to have stopped it, said Maloney, shaking his head.

Thats what will happen unless some good angel intervenes, Knight went on.

Are you the good angel? inquired the other crisply.

Knight nodded. I might be, if its made worth my while, he replied. I think I can handle the situation all right. As a preliminary I have just picked the skippers pocket. Pope told me of a little paper authorising the old man to permit the mutiny, which I thought might come in useful. Anyway, its safer with me.

Were a nice couple, said Maloney, with a grin. I hocus the mans drink and you go through his trouser pockets. If other things fail we might go into partnership.

To-morrow morning, said Knight thoughtfully, I propose to take possession of the ship and go back and rescue the victims. If they are not grateful  as grateful as I think they ought to be  I shall have to talk to them plainly. And now let us go and reassure the ladies.

They found the ladies in the drawing-room with Pope, Talwyn, and Peplow vainly endeavouring to explain a position that none of them understood. A little exclamation of joy from Mrs. Ginnell greeted their entrance.

Now tell us all about it, she said, making room for Knight to sit beside her. Im sure you know. Has something gone wrong? Mr. Pope is a perfect sphinx.

Not my fault, grumbled Pope.

But you knew something about it, said Mrs. Jardine. You told us not to be frightened, and that the men were going to act a little play to us. How did you know about it?

Play! exclaimed Knight and the doctor together in surprised accents.

I cant explain, said Pope. It is a secret. I must see Vobster first.

Vobsters asleep, said the doctor. Im treating him, and I wont have him disturbed. But what do you mean by play?

I cant tell you, said Pope, with a worried look.

If Pope has passed his word, said Knight, with a benignant glance at that gentleman, you may as well give it up. Wild horses wouldnt induce him to break his word.

And I am almost as much in the dark as you are, said Pope earnestly.

Almost! repeated Mrs. Jardine, in a significant voice. Was it part of the play to leave Mr. Carstairs and the others on a desert island?

And knock Captain Tollhurst down? added Miss Flack.

And frighten us all to death? said Miss Blake, with a laudable attempt to suit her expression to her words.

Mr. Pope smiled wanly, and, to the indignation of the company, edged slowly towards the door and disappeared. Mrs. Jardine and Miss Flack exchanged glances.

Most mysterious, said the former.

Most, said Miss Flack, with a little shiver.

We must make the best of it, said Knight, with an air of pious resignation, as he left Mrs. Ginnell and took a seat next to Miss Seacombe. Nobody is injured, and the crew seem to me to be unusually civil in the circumstances.

Civil! said Talwyn, starting up. Civil! There is an armed sentry over Tollhursts door, and when I went there just now he ordered me off. When I demurred he asked me whether I wanted one in the ha  ha  bread-basket!

He looked round indignantly as Maloney, with an odd, spluttering noise, made a dive for the doorway and disappeared.

How dreadful, said Mrs. Jardine, turning sympathetically to Talwyn.

It is, said Knight. There are five ladies here, and they all seem to understand the meaning of the word. In my young days

This is no time for flippancy, retorted Mrs. Jardine, drawing herself up. It is most serious. I am sure I dont know what to think. Surely the crew are not going to leave Lady Penrose and Mr. Carstairs on that island to starve?

Or draw lots, said Mr. Peplow, in a sepulchral voice.

Mrs. Jardine swung round in her chair and, putting up her glasses, stared him back into the silence from which he had emerged.

Dinner was a somewhat dreary function that evening, but it was reassuring to find that, so far as the ship was concerned, the usual routine was maintained. The waiters went about their work as though they had never heard of such a thing as a mutiny; and Markham, somewhat paler of face and tighter of lip than usual, presided with his accustomed efficiency.

After the well-lighted saloon and the cheerfulness engendered by a comfortable meal the deck seemed dark and sinister. Even Knight, pacing up and down with Maloney, confessed to a slight feeling of uneasiness as he peered into the darkness and thought of the loneliness of the island beyond.

We are not a great distance away, he said, and to-morrow well have them safe and sound aboard again.

Man proposes  said the doctor comfortably. Meantime Ill go and have a look at my patient. I dont want him to get up too soon, and undo all the good Ive done him; it might lead to complications.

With the advent of a bright, clear morning Knights misgivings, never very profound, faded away. The air was clean and exhilarating, and in a cheerful mood he paced the deck waiting for the sound of the breakfast bell. One by one most of his fellow-voyagers appeared from below, and after vain speculations as to the state of affairs obeyed the summons of the bell and trooped down to the saloon.

We seem to be a small party, said Mrs. Jardine, looking around. Wheres Sir Edward and Mr. Peplow?

Knight shook his head. Overslept themselves, perhaps, he said, stirring his coffee.

We were rather late last night, said Pope, and perhaps they slept badly. I did.

It appeared that everybody had slept badly, except those that hadnt slept at all, and Miss Flack was just in the midst of a harrowing recital of her experiences with insomnia when Mrs. Jardine, with a sharp exclamation, held up her hand.

Whats that noise? she demanded quickly. It sounds like Captain Tollhurst.

There was no doubt of it. The captains voice, hard and commanding, sounded from above. Hoarse shouts were heard in reply, and as Knight swung his chair round preparatory to rising a couple of seamen descended the stairway at a bound and, after a wild look around the saloon, dived hastily beneath the table. Mrs. Jardine rose with a faint scream as Talwyn came running down with a rifle.

Come out! he shouted. If youre not out before I count ten Ill shoot.

On the stroke of five the two men came out on all fours, and under orders from Talwyn preceded him upstairs with their arms raised. The ladies, who had risen and huddled together in one corner, looked at each other aghast.

All right, said Maloney, finishing his coffee; nothing to be alarmed about.

Second act, I expect. You wait down here.

He bounded up the steps, followed by Knight and Pope, and, gaining the deck, stood meditatively scratching his nose. Tollhurst, with a pistol in his hand, was shouting orders to the red-faced third officer on the bridge; Markham, armed with a rifle, was standing over the focsle hatch; Peplow and Talwyn, also armed, were pacing the deck. A wounded seaman with his hand clapped behind him was leaning against the side, and a yard or two away Albert, still clutching a small penknife, stood regarding him in nervous triumph.

That little wiper done it, said the sailor, as the doctor went towards him. Crept up behind while I was walking along with my ands up. (CASTAWAY NOVEL)

Take him below, said Tollhurst, in a sharp, quick voice, as he came towards them. Its all right, doctor; Ive retaken the ship.


CHAPTER XXI

IT was Markham who struck the first blow, said Tollhurst, as he received the nervous congratulations of the ladies. He sent the sentry to sleep and then let me out. The rest was quite easy  I looked after that.

Sent the sentry to sleep? murmured Mrs. Jardine.

Hypnotised him, explained Miss Flack.

With his fist, said Tollhurst, its quicker than the open hand. Markham knows how to use his hands a bit, and he was in a pretty bad temper, too. Hes coming out quite strong. Knight, you had better get hold of something. I dont think there will be any more trouble, but it is as well to be ready.

Ill borrow Alberts penknife, said Knight, scowling. Or perhaps I can find something in Mrs. Ginnells work-basket.

Its nothing to joke about, said Mrs.

Jardine severely. We might all have been killed.

Or landed on desert islands, said Miss Flack, with a shiver. Fancy last night all alone on that little rock, beset by surging seas, I couldnt sleep for thinking of it, not a wink.

Its all right now, said Tollhurst confidently. Well soon have them on board again. The bridge is under my orders, and we are on our way back to the island.

There was a chorus of admiration as all eyes turned on the strong man. Knight, gravely perturbed at this threatened blow to his plans, went moodily outside. The spectacle of Pope doing sentry-go on the deck with his rifle at the slope helped to revive his drooping spirits.

Halt! he shouted gruffly. Ordah-ums  staneasy  stan-dat-ease  You may smoke.

Pope eyed him scornfully.

For heavens sake leave him alone, cried Maloney, appearing on deck. Hes got the darned thing loaded and cocked. If it goes off on his shoulder its only the funnel or a cloud that will suffer. If he starts doing pat-a-cake things with it some of us will be killed.

Perhaps youre right, said the other. But I was only trying to do him a kindness. Surely theres no need for him to look like a cross between Captain Kidd and Julius Cæsar.

It wont hurt em  theyre both dead, said the doctor impatiently. Wheres that boy Albert? Ive put a bit of sticking-plaster on that fool in the focsle, but he will have it that hes dying and he wants to see Albert to forgive him before he goes.

He caught sight of the page and beckoned.

But I dont want to go if hes dying, sir, said the boy, with a scared expression. I didnt mean to kill him. I just did my duty, but Id no idea  

Hes not dying, said the doctor, but he thinks he is, and he says itll ease his mind more than anything to see you. Off you go.

What about sending an armed escort with him? inquired Knight, with a glance at Pope.

Better not, said the doctor, as the boy went off with lagging steps, the mans nerves are quite bad enough as it is. Sudden joy might be fatal.

He nodded at the indignant Pope, and taking Knight by the arm led him off.

What are you going to do now? he inquired, as soon as they were out of earshot. Seems to me the man-eating Tollhurst has queered your pitch. He has saved everybody, and is now on his way to rescue the victims on the island. Its his show, not yours. Still it will make it more awkward than ever for Lady Penrose to owe her safety to him.

Hes a muddling, officious, interfering ass, said the offended Knight.

Hes master of this ship, remarked Maloney with a grin. And hes basking in the sunshine of the ladies smiles. They all love a strong man. Did you happen to observe the way Miss Seacombe looked at him? Whats that?

Sounds like a dog, said Knight, with a puzzled air, as faint and distant yelps sounded from below.

The doctor stood listening. Its Albert, he said, with sudden conviction, as the noise, which had now merged into a lusty bellowing, came nearer. Whats wrong, I wonder?

Frightened, I suppose, replied Knight, as the boy with one sleeve across his streaming eyes came stumbling on deck.

Maloney laughed. Its all right, he said, catching the boy by the arm. Theres nothing to be scared about. Hes no more dying than you are. Hes been playing on your feelings.

Playing! wailed Albert. I  I wish he  he had been  playing. I wish he was dying. He  he  he

Well? said the doctor, after waiting a reasonable time.

He was laying in  bed when I got down, continued the boy, and he s-said it was very k-kind of me to come and see im and now he c-could die peaceful. He said he forgave me for  k-killing im and said hed like to give me something to r-remember him by, and asked me w-w-what Id like

And what did you choose? inquired the doctor with commendable gravity.

I said Id have his watch and chain, sir, replied Albert, breaking out into a torrent of angry sobs, and he  he  showed me a bit of rope with a kno  kno  knot  in the end of it, and said he  hed give me that  instead  and he  he  did.

He moved off to pour his sorrows into the ear of the indignant Markham; Maloney keeping pace with Knight, resumed the interrupted conversation.

Tollhurst will spoil everything, said the latter gloomily. Cant you get Vobster on his legs again?

The doctor nodded. Im afraid of ructions between him and Tollhurst, he said slowly. However, its the only thing to be done, and he ought to be waking by now. These guns will go off of themselves if we are not careful.

He went off to his cabin and, after lingering fondly over his drugs, proceeded to Vobsters. The skipper was in bed, but his big red face rose up from the pillow at the sound of the opening door, and his eyes blinked owlishly at the visitor.

How are we? inquired the latter.

Vobster sat upright and, rubbing his eyes vigorously, tried to collect his scattered faculties. In a mechanical fashion he took the glass the doctor offered, and drained it. After which he shuddered, and, snatching at the top of the sheet, used it as a napkin and tooth-brush combined.

Now get up and have a wash, said the doctor, turning on the water. Give your head a good sluicing. Out with you.

He helped the other out of bed, and, guiding his heavy feet to the washstand, took up the sponge and began to assist him. A liberal cascade down the spine did more than anything to restore the skippers senses. It also restored the gift of speech. Pearls floated through the porthole.

Youre better, said Maloney.

The skipper turned an infuriated face on him. What are you doing? he spluttered. Whats it all about? What are you doing in my cabin?

Think, said the other impressively.

The skipper spoke instead. He spoke at some length, using much repetition, as the heathen do.

Carry your mind back, said the impassive doctor. Who was it cut your bonds and carried you off to bed? Who took the gag out of your mouth and put a nice strong whisky and soda there instead?

Captain Vobster reeled and sat down suddenly on the edge of his bunk. Good Lord! he said thickly. Id forgotten.

He grabbed his trousers from the floor and put them on hastily. Whats happened? he jerked out as he fastened the braces. Wait till I get my hands on that bosun. Wheres Mr. Carstairs?

On the island, was the reply, with Lady Penrose and her maid.

The skipper collapsed again.

Thats what comes of playing with edged tools, continued the doctor severely. There might have been murder done while you were sitting comfortably on your beam-ends unable to prevent it.

What dye mean? demanded the skipper with a faint attempt at bluster.

We both know, replied the other calmly, and out of pure good nature Im going to try and get you out of a mess that the master of a ship ought never to have got into.

Captain Vobster compressed his lips, and, putting on his coat, buttoned it with painstaking care.

Tam is not to blame, mind, continued the doctor, holding up a finger. He thought the orders came from you. Somebody took advantage of his innocence and carried the joke a little further, thats all.

Whos been carrying on? inquired the skipper, with a groan.

Second officer, replied Maloney. At least, he was until this morning, and then Captain Tollhurst retook the ship and drove the men below. He is in command now. The skipper took a deep breath, so deep and so heavy that the doctor turned instinctively and soused the sponge again.

Drop it! yelled the skipper, recovering. Command! Ill soon show him who is in command aboard this ship.

Go easy, counselled the doctor, catching him by the arm as he seized the handle of the door. Remember that Tollhurst thinks this is all serious. He got rather a mauling yesterday, and the last he saw of you you were tied up hand and foot by your own men. Take my advice: go up and take command as though nothing had happened. Dont attempt to disarm anybody, and dont discuss things. Pretend that they are doing it for their own amusement, if you like. Laugh at them.

The skipper nodded, I believe youre right, he said slowly, and, opening the door, made his way above. Arrived on deck, he paused, and, after the immemorial custom of shipmasters, glanced aloft before proceeding towards the bridge. Captain Tollhurst, a picturesque figure in white flannels, with a revolver thrust in his sash, stepped hastily towards him.

Glad to see you again, capn, he said significantly.

Thankee, returned the skipper, continuing his leisurely progress.

Tollhurst eyed him in astonishment. Rather curious times, he remarked.

Ay, ay, said the other. He glanced out of the tail of his eye at Peplow, who came up carrying a shot-gun at the trail, and smiled broadly. Peplow glanced in pained amazement at Tollhurst.

You seem amused, said the latter stiffly.

Dont mind me, replied the skipper indulgently as Miss Flack and Mrs. Jardine came out of the drawing-room and took up a position behind Tollhurst. So long as you are happy and amused, thats everything.

Amused? Do you think we are doing this for fun? demanded Tollhurst stiffly.

I thought so, said the skipper, looking puzzled. Its been a game all along, hasnt it? A little change from deck-quoits and things of that sort?

He beamed upon them in a paternal fashion, and placing his hand on the rail mounted slowly to the bridge. Mr. Peplow, blushing painfully, went below and divested himself of his gun; Tollhurst in an unobtrusive fashion removed the pistol from his sash and slipped it into his pocket.

Hes gone crazy, he said, referring to Captain Vobster.

Mrs. Jardine exchanged glances with Miss Flack. I wonder whether Captain Vobster is right, she said musingly. The whole thing is a mystery to me. Its very curious.

Very, echoed Miss Flack. I thought just now that Captain Tollhurst had saved us all, but of course if it was only a game  Did you understand it was a game, Captain Tollhurst?

I dont know what he is talking about, replied Tollhurst, grinding his teeth.

Makes us all look so ridiculous, said Knight, who had just joined the group. I am so thankful now that I didnt succumb to temptation and convert myself into a portable armoury. Freddies aspect was absolutely terrible.

If its a game, said Talwyn, with chilly emphasis, I shall be glad to know who is responsible for it. I shall also be glad to know Carstairs opinion of it  when he returns.

He placed his hand on Tollhursts arm and the pair disappeared into the smoke-room. Seamen appeared from below in ones and twos and went about their work. Mr. Tarn, making a belated appearance, was observed to be in close and confidential intercourse with Captain Vobster. Judging by his wriggling he appeared to be undergoing a somewhat stiff cross-examination; but it was evident from the wink he bestowed upon Mr. Biggs on his return that he had survived it.

All right? inquired Mr. Biggs, somewhat anxiously, as he lounged up to him a few minutes later.

Mr. Tarn nodded. I told im I done as I was told, he replied. When he arst me who told me, I said the orders come from im in a manner of speaking, but I couldnt tell im ow if he was to cut me up in five million pieces. When I said praps Id gone a bit beyond is orders, he swore he adnt given me none. Hes a bit excited  got to talking about wot he called my ugly mug, afore hed finished.

The skippers excitement died down during the day and gave place to a condition of sulky uneasiness. Under the doctors advice he turned a deaf ear to all questions, and the only satisfaction the passengers received was the news that the Starlight was proceeding as fast as her engines could carry her to the rescue of Carstairs and his companions in misfortune.

And I hope that Mr. Carstairs will insist upon a full explanation, said Miss Flack.

And then retail it to us, said Mrs. Jardine, in a thin voice. I must confess that I am very curious.

It was the condition of everybody on board, as Knight, who paid a visit to the skipper in his cabin after lunch, told him.

Theyre just bursting with it, arent they? he said, turning to Maloney, who had accompanied him.

Let em burst, said Vobster churlishly.

At present, pursued Knight, theyre just guessing at things  putting two and two together, so to speak. What theyll say when they know the truth I cant imagine. Tollhurst is the worst  hes been made to look a bit ridiculous, and he doesnt like it. Hes got a cousin who is editor of a newspaper, and I expect the whole thing will be made public as soon as we get home.

D  n the newspapers, said Vobster, and the public, he added impartially.

Knight murmured acquiescence. Very awkward, all the same, he said thoughtfully. Of course, it will be worse for you than anybody else. The idea of a skipper giving his crew orders to mutiny, and then tie him up as though he were going to play what the children call Honey-pots, is almost incredible. Do you know the game?

You get out of my cabin, vociferated the indignant skipper. Who asked you to come here?

With pleasure, said the unmoved Knight. I merely came to try and do you a kindness, thats all. However, if you prefer to have your portrait in the public press, with Captain Vobster, the Honey-pot Champion, underneath

Maloney flung his arms round the skippers waist just in time. Baulked of his prey, the latter subsided on the settee and sat glaring darkly at his would-be benefactor.

Do you a kindness, repeated Knight. If this comes out it might be some time before you get a ship again. If you can keep your officers mouths shut I think I can get you out of it.

How? inquired the other, still glaring.

Thats my affair, was the reply. Ive already cautioned Pope and the bosun to keep quiet, and if youll put me ashore alone I think I can fix Carstairs. If the others get hold of him first itll all come out.

Suppose they want to go? growled Vobster, considering.

Whats that got to do with it? said Knight. When we get to the island put me ashore. If anybody else wants to go, dont let em. Youre master of this ship, arent you?

Maloney caught the skippers eye. Better trust him, he said encouragingly. Hes the most unscrupulous chap I ever met; but you cant be in a worse fix than you are.

The skipper sat pondering. All right, he said at last, have it your own way. And if you never come back I dont know that I shall be sorry.


CHAPTER XXII

THE island was sighted about an hour later, and it was clear from the behaviour of the passengers that a landing on an extensive scale was contemplated. Boat parties were arranged, and, by universal consent, a place was reserved for the bereaved Markham; Albert, in view of his sufferings in the general cause, was also included. On these preparations the skipper bestowed a frosty smile but made no comment, and it was not until the Starlight was hove-to on the weather-side of the island and two little groups gathered by their respective boats that he showed his hand.

Not go ashore? demanded Tollhurst in a loud voice. Why not?

My orders, said the skipper laconically. I dont understand, said Talwyn, coming forward haughtily. Do you mean to say that you forbid us to go?

I dont say that, said Vobster, you must do as you please. All I say is that you are not going in my boats.

But this is preposterous, claimed Tollhurst, as an indignant murmur arose from his friends. We insist upon going. We are Mr. Carstairs guests, and if we choose to go ashore we will. Pope, I suppose you are in charge while Carstairs is away; what are your orders?

I really think began Pope, in his deepest tones.

Think as much as you like, sir, said Vobster, reddening. Im the only man that gives orders here.

He turned away and paced slowly up and down as one of the boats was lowered. Tollhurst and Talwyn, eyeing him defiantly, went to the accommodation ladder and endeavoured, but in vain, to push past the seamen in charge. Their anger was not lessened when they saw Knight trip jauntily down the ladder and step into the waiting boat.

Why is he allowed to go? demanded Tollhurst.

My orders, repeated the skipper.

The oars dipped and the boat shot away. The noise of many people, all speaking at once, was borne after it, and Knight, turning his head, was oddly reminded of the mobbing of an owl. The demonstration was not concluded until Vobster had climbed to his perch on the bridge.

The lagoon was reached after a stiff pull, and the seamen, relaxing their efforts, took it easy across the smooth water in the direction of a tent on the beach. Four noble hearts throbbed as one as Miss Mudge, aroused by the sound of oars in rowlocks, burst out of the tent and stood frantically waving at them.

Its all right, miss, said the bow-oar as the boat grounded and the men jumped out and hauled it up on the beach. Weve come to take you back.

Miss Mudge, clasping her hands dramatically, raised her eyes to the sky.

I had given up all hope, she said in moving tones. Oh, if you only knew what I have suffered, you wouldnt

Wheres Mr. Carstairs? interrupted Knight sharply.

Miss Mudge pointed to the right. The last I saw of him, she said precisely, he was walking along the beach with my lady. Shall I go and tell them youre here?

Ill go, said Knight, moving off. You stay where you are.

Miss Mudge hesitated, and then, seating herself on the side of the boat and shading her eyes with her hand, looked out to sea. Where is the yacht? she inquired.

Tother side, miss, said one of the men. He stood looking at her for a moment, and then perched himself delicately against the side of the boat about a yard away. Inch by inch the intervening space disappeared.

Bill, he said softly as another seaman prepared to seat himself on the left of the attraction, if you and Joe and Bob like to go for to stretch your legs a bit Ill stand by the boat.

Ay, ay, said Bill, seating himself. Was it very lonely, miss?

Miss Mudge clasped her hands. Oh, awful, she said, with a shiver. I didnt get a wink of sleep all night. I was so frightened.

Bill gave a sympathetic groan. I couldnt sleep neither, he said in a low voice. Every moment, just as I was dropping off, I thought of you cast away ere, and woke up agin, with a start.

I didnt go to bed at all, said the voice of Joe from behind. I felt as if I should choke if I laid down.

Its a wonder to me he dont choke now, said Bill, in amazed accents.

Or be struck dead, said Tom.

But you helped to put me ashore, said the girl severely. You were all as bad as one another.

We only done wot we was told, miss, said Joe, coming round the boat and seating himself on the beach at her feet. Orders is orders, but Id much rather ave been told to go up to the mast-head and chuck myself into the sea.

He will be struck dead, said Tom with conviction.

Its all very dreadful, said Miss Mudge, clasping her hands again. When I think of that Mr. Tarn having the cheek to take me up in his arms as if I was a bundle of washing, and you all howling like wild beasts, I dont know what to think. I shall never be the same again; my trust in my fellow-creatures has gone  I shall never see a sailor again without shuddering.

The information was received in pained silence, broken at last by Bill, who had been regarding with silent indignation the manoeuvres of his shipmate on the beach.

If you dont like that nasty, oily ead in your lap, miss, he said, in tones of outraged propriety, pull its air.

He waited hopefully, but the well-bred Miss Mudge manifesting no signs of any intention to follow his advice, acted upon it himself. His ministrations, at first gentle, increased in power. Joe winced.

You ave got strong fingers, miss, he said in tones of soft reproach. Youre making my eyes fair water.

Well, why dont you take that fat ead of yours away then? inquired the delighted Bill. Shes not wot you could call hurting of you.

He took a firmer grip, and a groan of anguish broke from the unfortunate Joe. Here, easy on, my dear, he exclaimed, reaching up. You dont know the strength of them pretty little fingers of yours. Youve got  BILL! swelp me, you do that agin, and Ill knock your ugly face off of you.

He sprang to his feet so suddenly that the conscience-stricken Bill went over backwards into the boat, half taking his fair companion with him. Placed on an even keel by the strong arm of Tom she manifested no gratitude, and, after giving herself an angry shake, started off along the beach, followed at a respectful distance by four distressed sailormen.

In the meantime Knight, having drawn blank on the beach, had turned inland. His canvas shoes made no noise as he strode on, glancing right and left until, beyond a little group of coco-palms, he found what he sought. Side by side they stood, looking out to sea, and the intruder noticed with gratified astonishment that Carstairs arm was placed in a comfortable fashion around his companions waist. For a few seconds Knight gazed his fill and then, with a faint cough, blew them a yard apart.

Knight! cried Carstairs in amazement.

How do you do, said Knight blandly, as he bowed to Lady Penrose. I have come to beg you to return to the ship.

Return to the ship! repeated the bewildered Carstairs.

Knight nodded. Everything is at sixes and sevens since you left us, he said slowly. Were in a state of civil war almost. Tollhurst got up another mutiny this morning, but thats all over and Vobster is in command again. At least he was when I left, but its quite possible by this time that Albert is in charge. Wont you come?

Come! said Carstairs helplessly. Come! Do you think we left the ship of our own free will?

Knight looked puzzled. Didnt you? he inquired. Wasnt it part of the arrangement?

What arrangement? inquired Carstairs, in well-acted surprise.

Why the mutiny you ordered. Wasnt that a part of it?

Certainly not, said Carstairs, glancing at Lady Penrose. And what do you mean by the mutiny I ordered?

Knight smiled. Oh, thats all right, he said airily. Ive seen your instructions to the skipper. In fact, Ive got em. Good job they fell into such safe hands. By the way, please accept my warmest congratulations. I am delighted  delighted.

There was a long pause. I dont know what you are talking about, said Carstairs at last.

Talking about, repeated Knight. Why your engagement to Lady Penrose. Everybody will be delighted when I tell them. Its a ripping  er  sequel.

Engaged? What do you mean? demanded Carstairs.

Oh, sorry, said Knight coolly. I was merely judging by appearances. I naturally thought  anybody would have thought  they will all think

I forbid you to say anything about it, interrupted Lady Penrose angrily.

Knight bowed. It is all so misleading, he murmured. You arrange a mutiny and are set ashore under the most romantic circumstances, and, when I discover you  making the best of things

Thatll do, said Carstairs loudly, and we did not arrange to be set ashore. Nobody was more surprised than we were. Its an absolute mystery to us.

Knight sighed. Its a censorious world, and you must admit that appearances are against you, he said gently. It will be very difficult to convince Mrs. Jardine. She has been shaking her head off nearly; and, as for Tollhurst, he is simply raging. He got rather badly knocked about, and Im afraid you will find it hard to give him satisfactory reasons for your little joke. After all, he is your guest, you know. What did you do it for?

Carstairs made no reply.

Youre in a mess, continued Knight, but if Lady Penrose will come to terms I think I can get you out of it. Money returned if not satisfied.

Terms? said Lady Penrose, regarding him scornfully.

Knight nodded. Let me marry Winnie, and promise to do the best you can for Freddie, and Ill take the sole blame, he replied. Nobody will have the slightest difficulty in believing me responsible for the outrage. Itll seem the most natural thing in the world to them. Otherwise

No, said Lady Penrose, with sudden vehemence.

Think it over, urged Knight. Think of the long voyage home with Tollhurst and Mrs. Jardine.

No, said Lady Penrose again. Tell them what you like, and do what you like. I never thought much of you, and now I think less.

She turned to Carstairs, and, holding herself very erect, started to walk back to the tent. Knight, a shade discomfited, followed in the rear, and they walked on in silence until they came in sight of Miss Mudge and her retinue.

Well, if you wont accept my terms, said Knight, ranging himself alongside Carstairs, virtue shall be its own reward. Ill sacrifice myself for friendships sake. You keep quiet and Ill do the rest.

Lady Penrose turned to Carstairs. Dont discuss things with him, she said icily.

The engagement, continued the unmoved Knight, had better be kept secret for the present. And both of you try and look as disagreeable as you can.

Lady Penrose quickened her pace and walked straight towards the boat, and four sheepish mariners, touching their caps respectfully to Carstairs, pushed it into the water. With a subdued air Knight left the stern seats to the others and made his way to the bows. As the boat rounded the point and came into view of the ship he observed, with some gratification, that his two friends were looking distinctly uncomfortable.

No signs of uncontrollable enthusiasm, he remarked, with a cough, as they approached the yacht, and Lady Penrose shivered despite herself as she looked at the row of silent figures lining the side. She waved her hand, and her friends waved silently in reply. The line arranged itself into a little group as she passed up the accommodation-ladder, and a babel of inquiries broke on her ears as she gained the deck; the voice of Mrs. Jardine being particularly insistent.

Ask him, shouted Carstairs, levelling a trembling forefinger at Knight, who was coming slowly up the ladder.

Eh! said Tollhurst and Talwyn together with extraordinary emphasis.

Knight paused at the head of the ladder and smiled guiltily. Just a little joke of mine, he explained, to relieve the tedium of the voyage.

Joke! exclaimed Mrs. Jardine, breaking an amazed silence. She turned suddenly upon Pope. Why, you told us she began.

I misled him, interrupted Knight. At least, I told him to prepare you for a little surprise. It was a little surprise, wasnt it?

Mrs. Jardine drew herself up and stood regarding him in speechless indignation, but in the hubbub that ensued her temporary loss of voice was not noticed.

Most extraordinary behaviour, said Talwyn. Was it by your orders that I was hustled about the deck, and that one of the seamen put his dirty fist beneath my nose and told me to smell it? Eh?

And that I was knocked about and locked up in my cabin? vociferated Tollhurst, regarding him fiercely.

Mere animal spirits, said Knight. Only their fun.

Fun! repeated Tollhurst in a choking voice. What are you going to do about it, Carstairs? he demanded.

Carstairs shrugged his shoulders. What can I do? he inquired. I cant have him thrown overboard. Better leave him to his conscience  if hes got any. I suppose we ought to be thankful that nobody is really hurt.

Not his fault, said Maloney in a deep voice, with a side-glance at the culprit. If youre not careful its an undertaker youll be wanting aboard instead of a doctor. Hes not safe to be at large.

Let us hope he is ashamed of himself, said Miss Flack piously.

It seemed to be an absurd hope, and Mrs.

Jardine said so plainly. In the midst of a discussion, inaugurated by Talwyn, as to whether it would be possible for Vobster to confine the offender to his cabin for the remainder of the voyage, Knight thrust his hands in his pockets and sauntered off below.

His appearance at the dinner-table was the signal for a sudden lull in the conversation, a state of affairs which by no means affected his appetite. When towards the end of the meal he raised his glass and proposed Sweethearts and Wives Mrs. Jardine arose and, with a lingering glance at the savoury which had just been placed before her, left the table.

He had the grace, however, to stay on board next day while the rest of the party paid a visit to the island: a piece of selfsacrifice which enabled him to compare notes with Captain Vobster and put things on a ship-shape and proper footing. Mr. Biggs, somewhat scared at the result of his handiwork, also came in for a little instruction.

The Starlight sailed from the island next day, and the ordinary routine was resumed. The days passed uneventfully, and Knight, left to himself, was observed to be making himself agreeable to various members of the crew, a circumstance which caused Mrs. Jardine and Miss Flack no little uneasiness.

They even voiced their fears to Carstairs, and that gentleman, a little conscience-stricken, approached the sufferer as he sat smoking on deck that evening after dinner, with a view of cheering him up.

S.s s s.! hissed Knight. Go away.

I thought began the other mildly.

I know, said Knight. They all think. Thats the worst of being popular. I can hardly keep Freddie and the others off. As for Mrs. Ginnell, I had to pinch her yesterday.

Carstairs stared at him. Lady Penrose thinks he said.

I know, interrupted the other. Thats what I want her to do. Now go away, theres a good chap. Leave me to pay the penalty of her misdeeds. If shes got any conscience at all

A grin of enlightenment dawned on Carstairs face. You young he began.

Go away, said Knight, with dignity.

The thoughts of Lady Penrose materialised two evenings later. She came out of the lighted drawing-room and, peering through the darkness, made her way to the lonely figure that sat amidships smoking, and, after a moments hesitation, sat down beside it.

Its very good of you, she said, after a pause.

Not at all, replied the truthful Knight.

There was another pause. I think you have behaved very well, she said slowly. Much better than I thought you could.

We all make mistakes, said Knight ambiguously.

There was another silence, so long that he began to feel uneasy.

I think, perhaps, I have misjudged you a little, she said at last, and  and  if Winnie still wishes to marry you, she may.

Knight took her hand and raised it respectfully to his lips. Thank you very much, he said gratefully. I am very glad to think that my opinion of you has been justified.


The Short Story Collections

[image: img209.jpg]

The Breams Building, the old home of Birkbeck College  where Jacobs was educated


THE SKIPPERS WOOING AND THE BROWN MANS SERVANT

[image: img210.jpg]

This story collection contains a novel (The Skippers Wooing) and a novella (The Brown Mans Servant) and was first published in 1897. The Skippers Wooing established the kind of nautical romance for which Jacobs would become popular. The second of the stories features a demonic revenge and hints at the success Jacobs would also go on to achieve as a writer of supernatural stories.


[image: img211.jpg]

Cover of the first American edition


CONTENTS

THE SKIPPERS WOOING

CHAPTER I.

CHAPTER II.

CHAPTER III.

CHAPTER IV.

CHAPTER V.

CHAPTER VI.

CHAPTER VII.

CHAPTER VIII.

CHAPTER IX.

CHAPTER X.

CHAPTER XI.

CHAPTER XII.

CHAPTER XIII.

THE BROWN MANS SERVANT.

CHAP I.

CHAP II.

CHAP III.

CHAP IV.




[image: img212.jpg]

Title page of the first American edition


[image: img213.png]

Russell Thorndike, author of the Dr Syn novels, who starred as Solomon Hyams in the 1953 TV adaptation of The Brown Mans Servant


THE SKIPPERS WOOING


CHAPTER I.

The schooner Seamew, of London, Captain Wilson master and owner, had just finished loading at Northfleet with cement for Brittlesea. Every inch of space was packed. Cement, exuded from the cracks, imparted to the hairy faces of honest seamen a ghastly appearance sadly out of keeping with their characters, and even took its place, disguised as thickening, among the multiple ingredients of a sea-pie that was cooking for dinner.

It was not until the decks were washed and the little schooner was once more presentable that the mate gave a thought to his own toilet. It was a fine, warm morning in May, and some of the cargo had got into his hair and settled in streaks on his hot, good-humored face. The boy had brought aft a wooden bucket filled with fair water, and placed upon the hatch by its side a piece of yellow soap and a towel. Upon these preparations the mate smiled pleasantly, and throwing off his shirt and girding his loins with his braces, he bent over and with much zestful splashing began his ablutions.

Twice did the ministering angel, who was not of an age to be in any great concern about his own toilet, change the water before the mate was satisfied; after which the latter, his face and neck aglow with friction, descended to the cabin for a change of raiment.

He did not appear on deck again until after dinner, which, in the absence of the skipper, he ate alone. The men, who had also dined, were lounging forward, smoking, and the mate, having filled his own pipe, sat down by himself and smoked in silence.

Im keeping the skippers dinner ot in a small sorsepan, sir, said the cook, thrusting his head out of the galley.

All right, said the mate.

Its a funny thing where the skipper gets to these times, said the cook, addressing nobody in particular, but regarding the mate out of the corner of his eye.

Very rum, said the mate, who was affably inclined just then.

The cook came out of the galley, and, wiping his wet hands on his dirty canvas trousers, drew near and gazed in a troubled fashion ashore.

Es the best capn I ever sailed under, he said slowly. Aint it struck you, sir, hes been worried like these ere last few trips? I told im as e was goin ashore as there was sea-pie for dinner, and e ses, All right, Joe e ses, just as if Id said boiled beef and taters, or fine mornin, sir, or anythink like that!

The mate shook his head, blew out a cloud of smoke and watched it lazily as it disappeared.

It strikes me as ow es arter fresh cargo or something, said a stout old seaman who had joined the cook. Look ow es dressing nowadays! Why, the capn of a steamer aint smarter!

Not so smart, Sam, said the remaining seaman, who, encouraged by the peaceful aspect of the mate had also drawn near. I dont think its cargo hes after, though  cement pays all right.

It aint cargo, said a small but confident voice.

You clear out! said old Sam. A boy o your age shovin his spoke in when is elders is talkin! What next, I wonder!

Where am I to clear to? Im my own end of the ship anyway, said the youth vindictively.

The men started to move, but it was too late. The mates latent sense of discipline was roused and he jumped up in a fury.

My  ! he said, if there aint the whole blasted ships company aft  every man Jack of em! Come down in the cabin, gentlemen, come down and have a drop of Hollands and a cigar apiece. All the riffraff o the focsle sitting aft and prattling about the skipper like a parcel o washerwomen. And smoking, by  ! smoking! Well, when the skipper comes aboard hell have to get a fresh crew or a fresh mate. Im sick of it. Why, it might be a barge for all the discipline thats kept! The boys the only sailor among you.

He strode furiously up and down the deck; the cook disappeared into the galley, and the two seamen began to bustle about forward. The small expert who had raised the storm, by no means desirous of being caught in the tail of it, put his pipe in his pocket and looked round for a job.

Come here! said the mate sternly.

The boy came towards him.

What was that you were saying about the skipper? demanded the other.

I said it wasnt cargo he was after, said Henry.

Oh, a lot you know about it! said the mate.

Henry scratched his leg, but said nothing.

A lot you know about it! repeated the mate in rather a disappointed tone.

Henry scratched the other leg.

Dont let me hear you talking about your superior officers affairs again, said the mate sharply. Mind that!

No, sir, said the boy humbly. It aint my business, o course.

What isnt your business? said the mate carelessly. His, said Henry.

The mate turned away seething, and hearing a chuckle from the galley, went over there and stared at the cook  a wretched being with no control at all over his feelings  for quite five minutes. In that short space of time he discovered that the galley was the dirtiest hole under the sun and the cook the uncleanest person that ever handled food. He imparted his discoveries to the cook, and after reducing him to a state of perspiring imbecility, turned round and rated the men again. Having charged them with insolence when they replied, and with sulkiness when they kept silent, he went below, having secured a complete victory, and the incensed seamen, after making sure that he had no intention of returning, went towards Henry to find fault with him.

If you was my boy, said Sam, breathing heavily, Id thrash you to within a inch of your life.

If I was your boy I should drown myself, said Henry very positively.

Henrys father had frequently had occasion to remark that his son favored his mother, and his mother possessed a tongue which was famed throughout Wapping, and obtained honorable mention in distant Limehouse.

You cant expect discipline aboard a ship where the skipper wont let you it the boy, said Dick moodily. Its bad for im too.

Dont you worry about me, my lads, said Henry with offensive patronage. I can take care of myself all right. You aint seen me come aboard so drunk that Ive tried to get down the focsle without shoving the scuttle back. You never knew me to buy a bundle o forged pawn-tickets. You never

Listen to im, said Sam, growing purple; Ill be ung for im yet.

If you aint, I will, growled Dick, with whom the matter of the pawn-tickets was a sore subject.

Boy! yelled the mate, thrusting his head out at the companion.

Coming, sir! said Henry. Sorry I cant stop any longer, he said politely; but me an the mates going to have a little chat.

Ill have to get another ship, said Dick, watching the small spindly figure as it backed down the companion-ladder. I never was on a ship afore where the boy could do as he liked.

Sam shook his head and sighed. Its the best ship I was ever on, barrin that, he said sternly.

Whatll e be like when he grows up? demanded Dick, as he lost himself in the immensity of the conjecture. It aint right t the boy to let him go on like that. One good hidin a week would do im good and us too.

Meantime the object of their care had reached the cabin, and, leaning against the fireplace, awaited the mates pleasure.

Wheres the capn? demanded the latter, plunging at once into the subject.

Henry turned and looked at the small clock.

Walkin up and down a street in Gravesend, he said deliberately.

Oh, youve got the second-sight, I spose, said the mate reddening. And whats he doing that for?

To see er come out, said the boy.

The mate restrained himself, but with difficulty.

And whatll he do when she does come out? he demanded.

Nothin, replied the seer with conviction. What are you lookin for? he inquired, with a trace of anxiety in his voice, as the mate rose from the locker, and, raising the lid, began groping for something in the depths.

Bit o rope, was the reply.

Well, what did yer ask me for? said Henry with hasty tearfulness. Its the truth. E wont do nothin; e never does  only stares.

Dyou mean to say you aint been gammoning me? demanded the mate, seizing him by the collar.

Come and see for yourself, said Henry.

The mate released him, and stood eyeing him with a puzzled expression as a thousand-and-one little eccentricities on the part of the skipper suddenly occurred to him.

Go and make yourself tidy, he said sharply; and mind if I find youve been doing me Ill flay you alive.

The boy needed no second bidding. He dashed up on deck and, heedless of the gibes of the crew, began a toilet such as he had never before been known to make within the memory of man.

Whats up, kiddy? inquired the cook, whose curiosity became unbearable.

Wot dyou mean? demanded Henry with dignity.

Washin, and all that, said the cook, who was a plain creature.

Dont you ever wash yourself, you dirty pig? said Henry elegantly. I spose you think doin the cookin keeps you clean, though.

The cook wrung his hands, and, unconscious of plagiarism, told Sam hed be ung for im.

Me and the mate are goin for a little stroll, Sam, observed the youth as he struggled into his jersey. Keep your eyes open, and dont get into mischief. You can give Slushy a and with the sorsepans if youve got nothin better to do. Dont stand about idle.

The appearance of the mate impeded Sams utterance, and he stood silently by the others, watching the couple as they clambered ashore. It was noticed that Henry carried his head very erect, but whether this was due to the company he was keeping or the spick-and-span appearance he made, they were unable to determine.

Easy  go easy, panted the mate, mopping his red face with a handkerchief. What are you in such a hurry for?

We shall be too late if we dont hurry, said Henry; then youll think Ive been tellin lies.

The mate made no further protest, and at the same rapid pace they walked on until they reached a quiet road on the outskirts of Gravesend.

There he is! said Henry triumphantly, as he stopped and pointed up the road at the figure of a man slowly pacing up and down. Shes at a little school up at the other end. A teacher or somethin. Here they come.

As he spoke a small damsel with a satchel and a roll of music issued from a house at the other end of the road, the advanced guard of a small company which in twos and threes now swarmed out and went their various ways.

Nice girls, some of em! said Henry, glancing approvingly at them as they passed. Oh, here she comes! I cant say I see much in her myself.

The mate looked up and regarded the girl as she approached with considerable interest. He saw a pretty girl with nice gray eyes and a flush, which might be due to the master of the Seamew  who was following at a respectful distance behind her  trying to look unconcerned at this unexpected appearance.

Halloa, Jack! he said carelessly.

Halloa! said the mate, with a great attempt at surprise. Whod ha thought o seeing you here!

The skipper, disdaining to reply to this hypocrisy, stared at Henry until an intelligent and friendly grin faded slowly from that youths face and left it expressionless. Ive just been having a quiet stroll, he said, slowly turning to the mate.

Well, so long! said the latter, anxious to escape.

The other nodded, and turned to resume his quiet stroll at a pace which made the mate hot to look at him. Hell have to look sharp if hes going to catch her now, he said thoughtfully.

He wont catch her, said Henry; he never does  leastways if he does he only passes and looks at her out of the corner of his eye. He writes letters to her of a night, but he never gives em to her.

How do you know? demanded the other.

Cos I look at im over his shoulder while Im puttin things in the cupboard, said Henry.

The mate stopped and regarded his hopeful young friend fixedly.

I spose you look over my shoulder too, sometimes? he suggested.

You never write to anybody except your wife, said Henry carelessly, or your mother. Leastways Ive never known you to.

Youll come to a bad end, my lad, said the mate thickly; thats what youll do.

What e does with em I cant think, continued Henry, disregarding his future. E dont give em to er. Aint got the pluck, I spose. Phew! Aint it ot!

They had got down to the river again, and he hesitated in front of a small beer-shop whose half open door and sanded floor offered a standing invitation to passers-by.

Could you do a bottle o ginger-beer? inquired the mate, attracted in his turn.

No, said Henry shortly, I couldnt. I dont mind having what youre going to have.

The mate grinned, and, leading the way in, ordered refreshment for two, exchanging a pleasant wink with the proprietor as that humorist drew the lads half-pint in a quart pot.

Aint you goin to blow the head off, sir? inquired the landlord as Henry, after glancing darkly into the depths and nodding to the mate, buried his small face in the pewter. Youll get your moustache all mussed up if you dont.

The boy withdrew his face, and, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, regarded the offender closely. So long as it dont turn it red I dont mind, he said patiently, and I dont think as ow your swipes would hurt anythin.

He went out, followed by the mate, leaving the landlord wiping down the counter with one hand while he mechanically stroked his moustache with the other. By the time a suitable retort occurred to him the couple were out of earshot.


CHAPTER II.

Captain Wilson, hot with the combined effects of exercise and wrath, continued the pursuit, but the pause to say sweet nothings to the second in command was fatal to his success. He had often before had occasion to comment ruefully upon the pace of the quarry, and especially at such times when he felt that he had strung his courage almost up to speaking point. To-day he was just in time to see her vanish into the front garden of a small house, upon the door of which she knocked with expressive vigor. She disappeared into the house just as he reached the gate.

Damn the mate! he said irritably and the boy, he added, anxious to be strictly impartial.

He walked on aimlessly at a slow pace until the houses ended and the road became a lane shaded with tall trees and flanked by hawthorn hedges. Along this he walked a little way, and then, nervously fingering a note in his jacket pocket, retraced his steps.

Ill see her and speak to her anyway, he muttered. Here goes.

He walked slowly back to the house, and, with his heart thumping, and a choking sensation in his throat, walked up to the door and gave a little whisper of a knock upon it. It was so faint that, after waiting a considerable time, he concluded that it had not been heard, and raised the knocker again. Then the door opened suddenly, and the knocker, half detained in his grasp, slipped from his fingers and fell with a crash that made him tremble at his hardihood. An elderly woman with white hair opened the door. She repressed a start and looked at him inquiringly.

Capn Jackson in? inquired the skipper, his nerves thoroughly upset by the knocker.

Who? said the other.

Capn Jackson, repeated the skipper, reddening.

There is no such man here, said the old woman. Are you sure it is Captain Jackson you want? she added.

Im  Im not sure, said Wilson truthfully.

The old woman looked at him eagerly. Will you come in? she said slowly, and, without giving him time to refuse, led the way into the small front room. The skipper followed her with the conscience of a fox invited into a poultry yard, and bringing up in the doorway, gazed uncomfortably at the girl who had risen at his entrance.

This gentleman is inquiring for a Captain Jackson, said the old woman, turning to the girl. I thought he  he doesnt seem quite sure whether it is Captain Jackson he wants  he may bring news, she concluded incoherently.

Its not likely, mother, said the girl, regarding the adventurous mariner by no means favorably. There is no Captain Jackson here, sir.

Have you been looking for him long? inquired the mother.

Years and years, said the other, forgetting himself.

The old woman sighed sympathetically. Wont you sit down? she said.

Thank you, said the skipper, and took the edge of the sofa.

Youre not quite certain of the name? suggested the girl coldly.

It  it sounded like Jackson, murmured the intruder in a small, modest voice. It might have been Blackson, or Dackson, or even Snackson  I wont swear to it.

The old woman put her hand to her brow. I thought perhaps you might have brought me some news of my poor husband, she said at length. I lost him some years ago, and when you came here inquiring for a seafaring man I thought you might somehow have brought news.

You must see, mother, that this gentleman is looking for somebody else, said the girl; you are hindering him from finding Captain Jackson.

If hes been looking for him for years, said the old woman, bridling mildly, a few minutes will not make much difference.

Certainly not, said Wilson, in a voice which he tried in vain to make stronger. When you say lost, maam, you mean missing?

Five years, said the old woman, shaking her head and folding her hands in her lap. How long do you say youve been looking for Captain Jackson?

Seven, said the skipper with a calmness which surprised himself.

And you havent given up hope, I suppose?

Not while life lasts, said the other, studying the carpet.

Thats the way I feel, said the old woman energetically. What a surprise itll be when you meet him!

For both of them, said the girl.

Its five years last May  the 20th of May, said the old woman, since I last saw my poor husband. He

It cant be of any interest to this gentleman, mother, interposed the girl.

Im very much interested, maam, said the skipper defiantly; besides, when Im looking for poor Jackson, who knows I mightnt run up against the other.

Ah! who knows but what you might, said the old woman. Theres one gentleman looking for him now  Mr. Glover, my daughters husband that is to be.

There was a long pause, then the skipper, by dint of combining his entire stock of Christianity and politeness, found speech. I hope he finds him, he said slowly.

All that a man can do hes doing, said the old lady. Hes a commercial traveller by trade, and he gets about a great deal in the way of business.

Have you tried advertising? inquired the skipper, striving manfully to keep his interest up to its former pitch.

The other shook her head and looked uneasily at her daughter.

It wouldnt be any good, she said in a low voice it wouldnt be any good.

Well, I dont want to pry into your business in any way, said Wilson, but I go into a good many ports in the course of the year, and if you think it would be any use my looking about Ill be pleased and proud to do so, if youll give me some idea of who to look for.

The old lady fidgeted with all the manner of one half desiring and half fearing to divulge a secret.

You see we lost him in rather peculiar circumstances, she said, glancing uneasily at her daughter again. He

I dont want to know anything about that, you know, maam, interposed the skipper gently.

It would be no good advertising for my father, said the girl in her clear voice, because he can neither read nor write. He is a very passionate, hasty man, and five years ago he struck a man down and thought he had killed him. We have seen nothing and heard nothing of him since.

He must have been a strong man, commented the skipper.

He had something in his hand, said the girl, bending low over her work. But he didnt hurt him really. The man was at work two days after, and he bears him no ill-will at all.

He might be anywhere, said the skipper, meditating.

He would be sure to be where there are ships, said the old lady; Im certain of it. You see he was captain of a ship himself a good many years, and for one thing he couldnt live away from the water, and for another its the only way he has of getting a living, poor man  unless hes gone to sea again, which isnt likely.

Coasting trade, I suppose? said the skipper, glancing at two or three small craft which were floating in oil round the walls.

The old lady nodded. Those were his ships, she said, following his glance; but the painters never could get the clouds to please him. I shouldnt think there was a man in all England harder to please with clouds than he was.

What sort of looking man is he? inquired Wilson.

Ill get you a portrait, said the old lady, and she rose and left the room.

The girl from her seat in the window by the geraniums stitched on steadily. The skipper, anxious to appear at his ease, coughed gently three times, and was on the very verge of a remark  about the weather  when she turned her head and became absorbed in something outside. The skipper fell to regarding the clouds again with even more disfavor than the missing captain himself could have shown.

That was taken just before he disappeared, said the old lady, entering the room again and handing him a photograph. You can keep that.

The skipper took it and gazed intently at the likeness of a sturdy full-bearded man of about sixty. Then he placed it carefully in his breast-pocket and rose to his feet.

And if I should happen to drop across him, he said slowly, what might his name be?

Gething, said the old lady, Captain Gething. If you should see him, and would tell him that he has nothing to fear, and that his wife and his daughter Annis are dying to see him, you will have done what I can never, never properly thank you for.

Ill do my best, said the other warmly. Good-afternoon.

He shook hands with the old woman, and then, standing with his hands by his side, looked doubtfully at Annis.

Good-afternoon, she said cheerfully.

Mrs. Gething showed him to the door.

Any time you are at Gravesend, captain, we shall be pleased to see you and hear how you get on, she said as she let him out.

The captain thanked her, pausing at the gate to glance covertly at the window; but the girl was bending over her work again, and he walked away rapidly.

Until he had reached his ship and was sitting down to his belated dinner he had almost forgotten, in the joyful excitement of having something to do for Miss Gething, the fact that she was engaged to another man. As he remembered this he pushed his plate from him, and, leaning his head on his hand, gave way to a fit of deep melancholy. He took the photograph from his pocket, and, gazing at it intently, tried to discover a likeness between the father and daughter. There was not sufficient to warrant him in bestowing a chaste salute upon it.

What do you think o that? he inquired, handing it over to the mate, who had been watching him curiously.

Any friend o yours? inquired the mate, cautiously.

No, said the other.

Well, I dont think much of him, said the mate. Where dyou get it?

It was given to me, said the skipper. Hes missing, and Ive got to find him if I can. You might as well keep your eyes open too.

Where are you going to look for him? asked the mate.

Everywhere, said the other. Im told that hes likely to be in a seaport town, and if youll be on the look-out Ill take it as a favor.

Ill do that, o course, said the mate. Whats he been doing?

Nothing that I know of, said the skipper; but hes been missing some five years, and I promised Id do my best to find him.

Friends are anxious, I spose? said the mate.

Yes, said the other.

I always find, continued the mate, that women are more anxious in these sort o cases than men.

More tender-hearted, said the skipper.

It aint a bad sort o face, now I come to look at it, said the baffled mate, regarding it closely. Seems to me Ive seen somebody very much like it  a girl, I think  but I cant say where.

Bearded lady at a fair, I should think, said the skipper bluffly.

Conversation was interrupted by the appearance of Henry, who, seeing the photograph in the mates hand, at once began putting the butter away. A glance told him that the mate was holding it upside down, and conscience told him that this was for his benefit. He therefore rigidly averted his gaze while clearing the table, and in a small mental ledger, which he kept with scrupulous care for items such as these, made a debit entry in the mates account.

Boy, said the skipper suddenly.

Sir, said Henry.

Youre a fairly sharp youngster, I think, said the skipper. Take hold o that photo there.

Henrys face suffused with a great joy. He looked derisively at the mate and took the photograph from him, listening intently to much the same instructions as had been previously given to the mate. And you can take it forard, concluded the skipper, and let the men see it.

The men? said Henry in astonishment.

Yes, the men; dont I speak plain? retorted the skipper.

Very plain, sir, said the boy; but theyll only make a muddle of it, sir. Fancy fat Sam and the cook and Dick!

Do as youre told! said the other irascibly.

O course, sir, said Henry, but theyll only worry me with a lot o questions as to who e is an wot you want im for.

You take it forard, said the skipper, and tell them theres a couple of sovereigns for the first man that finds him.

The youth took the photograph, and after another careful scrutiny, with the object of getting a start in the race for wealth, took it forward. Fat Sam, it seemed, had seen the very man only two days before at Poplar; the cook knew his features as well as he knew those of his own mother, while Dick had known him for years as an old and respected inhabitant of Plymouth. Henry went back to the skipper, and, having furnished him with this information, meekly suggested that they should drag Gravesend first.

It was midnight when they got the anchor up and dropped silently down the river. Gravesend was silent, and the dotted lines of street lamps shone over a sleeping town as the Seamew crept softly by.

A big steamer in front whistled warningly for the pilots boat, and slowing up as the small craft shot out from the shore to meet it, caused a timely diversion to the skippers melancholy by lying across his bows. By the time he had fully recovered from the outrage and had drunk a cup of coffee, which had been prepared in the galley, Gravesend had disappeared round the bend, and his voluntary search had commenced.


CHAPTER III.

They made Brittlesea in four days  days in which the skipper, a prey to gentle melancholy, left things mostly to the mate. Whereupon melancholia became contagious, and Sams concertina having been impounded by the energetic mate, disaffection reared its ugly head in the focsle and called him improper names when he was out of earshot.

They entered the small river on which stands the ancient town of Brittlesea at nightfall. Business for the day was over. A few fishermen, pipe in mouth, lounged upon the quay, while sounds of revelry, which in some mysterious way reminded the crew of their mission to find Captain Gething, proceeded from the open doors of a small tavern opposite. The most sanguine of them hardly expected to find him the first time; but, as Sam said, the sooner they started the better. For all they knew he might be sitting in that very public-house waiting to be found.

They went ashore a little later and looked for him there, but without success. All they did find was a rather hot-tempered old man, who, irritated by the searching scrutiny of the cook, asked him shortly whether he had lost anything, because, if so, and he, the cook, thought he was sitting on it, perhaps hed be good enough to say so. The cook having replied in fitting terms, they moved off down the quay to the next tavern. Here they fared no better, Dick declaring that the beer was if anything worse than the other, and that nobody who had lived in the place any time would spend his money there. They therefore moved on once more, and closing time came before their labors were half completed.

Its quite a little romans, said Sam thickly, as he was pushed outside the last house of call, and a bolt shot desolately behind him. Where shall we go now?

Get back to the ship, said Dick; come along.

Not fore I foun im, said Sam solemnly, as he drew back from Dicks detaining hand.

You wont find him to-night, Sam, said the cook humorsomely.

Why not? said Sam, regarding him with glassy eyes. We came out fin im!

Cos its dark, for one thing, said the cook.

Sam laughed scornfully.

Come on! said Dick, catching him by the arm again.

I come out fin capn, capn  fin im, said Sam. Im not goin back thout im.

He rolled off down the road, and the two men, the simple traditions of whose lives forbade them to leave a shipmate when in that condition, followed him, growling. For half an hour they walked with him through the silent streets of the little town. Dick with difficulty repressing his impatience as the stout seaman bent down at intervals and thoroughly searched doorsteps and other likely places for the missing man. Finally, he stopped in front of a small house, walked on a little way, came back, and then, as though he had suddenly made up his mind, walked towards it.

Hold him, cook! shouted Dick, throwing his arms around him.

The cook flung his arms round Sams neck, and the two men, panting fiercely, dragged him away.

Now you come aboard, you old fool! said Dick, losing his temper; weve had enough o your games.

Leg go! said Sam, struggling.

You leave that knocker alone, then, said Dick warningly.

Es in there! said Sam, nodding wisely at the house.

You come back, you old fool! repeated Dick. You never ort to ave nothin stronger than milk.

Ole my coat, cookie! said Sam, his manner changing suddenly to an alarming sternness.

Dont be a fool, Sam! said the cook entreatingly.

Ole my coat! repeated Sam, eyeing him haughtily.

You know you havent got a coat on, said the cook appealingly. Cant you see its a jersey? You aint so far gone as all that!

Well, ole me while I take it off, said Sam, sensibly.

Against his better sense the cook steadied the stout seaman while he proceeded to peel, Dick waited until the garment  a very tight one  was over his head, and then, pushing the cook aside, took his victim and made him slowly gyrate on the pavement.

Turn round three times and catch who you can, Sam, he said cruelly. Well, sit down, then.

He lowered him to the pavement, and, accompanied by the cook, drew off and left him to his fate. Their last glance showed them a stout, able-bodied seaman, with his head and arms confined in a jersey, going through contortions of an extraordinary nature to free himself, and indulging in language which, even when filtered by the garment in question, was of a singularly comprehensive and powerful description. He freed himself at last, and after flinging the garment away in his anger, picked it up again, and, carrying it under his arm, zigzagged his way back to the ship.

His memory when he awoke next morning was not quite clear, but a hazy recollection of having been insulted led him to treat Dick and the cook with marked coldness, which did not wear off until they were all busy on deck. Working at cement is a dry job, and, after hardening his heart for some time, the stout seaman allowed the cook to call him to the galley and present him with a mug of cold coffee left from the cabin table.

The cook washed the mug up, and, preferring the dusty deck to the heat of the fire, sat down to wash a bowl of potatoes. It was a task which lent itself to meditation, and his thoughts, as he looked wistfully at the shore, reverted to Captain Gething and the best means of finding him. It was clear that the photograph was an important factor in the search, and, possessed with a new idea, he left the potatoes and went down to the cabin in search of it. He found it on a shelf in the skippers state-room, and, passing up on deck again, stepped ashore.

From the first three people he spoke to he obtained no information whatever. They all inspected the photograph curiously and indulged in comments, mostly unfavorable, but all agreed that there was nobody like it in Brittlesea. He had almost given it up as a bad job, and was about to return, when he saw an aged fisherman reclining against a post.

Fine day, mate, said the cook.

The old man courteously removed a short clay pipe from his puckered mouth in order to nod, and replacing it, resumed his glance seaward.

Ever seen anybody like that? inquired the cook, producing the portrait.

The old man patiently removed the pipe again, and taking the portrait, scanned it narrowly.

Its wonderful how they get these things up nowadays, he said in a quavering voice; there was nothing like that when you an me was boys.

There as been improvements, admitted the cook indignantly.

All oils they was, continued the old man meditatively, or crains.

Ave you ever seen anybody like that? demanded the cook impatiently.

Why, o course I have. Im goin to tell you in a minute, said the old man querulously. Let me see  whats his name again?

I dont know is name, said the cook untruthfully.

I should know it if I was to hear it, said the old man slowly. Ah, Ive got it! Ive got it!

He tapped his head triumphantly, and, with a bleared, shining old eye, winked at the cook.

My memorys as good as ever it was, he said complacently. Sometimes I forget things, but they come back. My mother used to be the same, and she lived to ninety-three.

Lor! interrupted the anxious cook. Whats the name?

The old man stopped. Drat it! he said, with a worried look, Ive lost it again; but itll come back.

The cook waited ten minutes for the prodigal. It aint Gething, I spose? he said at length.

No, said the old man; dont you be in a hurry; itll come back.

When? asked the cook rebelliously.

It might be in five minutes time, and it might be in a month, said the old man firmly, but itll come back.

He took the portrait from the hands of the now sulky cook and strove to jog his memory with it.

John Dunns his name, he cried suddenly. John Dunn.

Where does e live? inquired the cook eagerly.

Holebourne, said the old man a little place seven miles off the road.

Are you sure its the same, asked the cook in a trembling voice.

Sartain, said the other firmly. He come here first about six years ago, an then he quarrelled with his landlord and went off to Holebourne.

The cook, with a flushed face, glanced along the quay to the schooner. Work was still proceeding amid a cloud of white dust, and so far his absence appeared to have passed unnoticed.

If they want any dinner, he muttered, alluding to the powdered figures at work on the schooner, they must get it for theirselves, thats all. Will you come and ave a drop, old man?

The old man, nothing loath, assented, and having tasted of the cooks bounty, crawled beside him through the little town to put him on the road to Holebourne, and after seeing him safe, returned to his beloved post.

The cook went along whistling, thinking pleasantly of the discomfiture of the other members of the crew when they should discover his luck. For three miles he kept on sturdily, until a small signboard, projecting from between a couple of tall elms, attracted his attention to a little inn just off the road, at the porch of which a stout landlord sat on a wooden stool waiting for custom.

The cook hesitated a moment, and then marching slowly up, took a stool which stood opposite and ordered a pint.

The landlord rose and in a heavy, leisurely fashion, entered the house to execute the order, and returned carefully bearing a foaming mug.

Take the top off, said the cook courteously.

The stout man, with a nod towards him, complied.

Ave a pint with me, said the cook, after a hasty glance into the interior, as the landlord handed him the mug. You keep that one, he added.

The stout man drew another pint, and subsiding on to his stool with a little sigh, disposed himself for conversation.

Taking a country walk? he inquired.

The cook nodded. Not all pleasure, he said importantly; Im on business.

Ah, its you fellows what make all the money, said the landlord. Ive only drawn these two pints this morning. Going far?

Holebourne, said the other.

Know anybody there? asked the landlord.

Well, not exactly, said the cook; I carnt say as I know im. Im after a party o the name o Dunn.

You wont get much out of him, said the landlady, who had just joined them. Hes a close un, he is.

The cook closed his eyes and smiled knowingly.

Theres a mystery about that man, said the landlady. Nobody knows who he is or what he is, and he wont tell em. When a mans like that you generally know theres something wrong  leastways I do.

Insulting, he is, said the landlord.

Ah, said the cook, e wont insult me!

You know something about him? said the landlady.

A little, said the cook.

The landlord reached over to his wife, who bent her ear readily and dutifully towards him, and the cook distinctly caught the whispered word tec.

The landlady, after a curious glance at the cook, withdrew to serve a couple of wagoners who had drawn up at the door. Conversation became general, and it was evident that the wagoners shared the sentiments of the landlord and his wife with regard to Mr. Dunn. They regarded the cook with awe, and after proffering him a pint with respectful timidity, offered to give him a lift to Holebourne.

Id sooner go on my own, said the cook, with a glance at the wagons; I want to get in the place quiet like and ave a look round before I do anythin.

He sat there for some time resting, and evading as best he could the skilful questions of the landlady. The wagons moved off first, jolting and creaking their way to Holebourne, and the cook, after making a modest luncheon of bread and cheese and smoking a pipe, got on the road again.

Look how he walks! said the landlord, as the couple watched him up the road.

Ah! said his wife.

Like a bloodhound, said the landlord impressively; just watch him. I knew what he was directly I clapped eyes on him.

The cook continued his journey, unconscious of the admiration excited by his movements. He began to think that he had been a trifle foolish in talking so freely. Still, he had not said much, and if people liked to make mistakes, why, that was their business.

In this frame of mind he entered Holebourne, a small village consisting of a little street, an inn, and a church. At the end of the street, in front of a tidy little cottage with a well-kept front garden, a small knot of people were talking.

Somethin on, said the cook to himself as he returned with interest the stares of the villagers. Which is Mr. Dunns house, boy?

There it is, sir, said the boy, pointing to the house where the people were standing. Are you the detective?

No, said the cook sharply.

He walked across to the house and opened the little garden gate, quite a little hum of excitement following him as he walked up to the door and knocked upon it with his knuckles.

Come in, growled a deep voice.

The cook entered and carefully closed the door behind him. He found himself in a small sitting-room, the only occupant of which was an old man of forbidding aspect sitting in an easy chair with a newspaper open in his hand.

What do you want? he demanded, looking up.

I want to see Mr. Dunn, said the cook nervously.

Im Mr. Dunn, said the other, waiting.

The cooks heart sank, for, with the exception of a beard, Mr. Dunn no more resembled the portrait than he did.

Im Mr. Dunn, repeated the old man, regarding him ferociously from beneath his shaggy eyebrows.

The cook smiled, but faintly. He tried to think, but the old mans gaze sent all the ideas out of his head.

Oh, are you? he said at length.

I heard you were looking for me, said the old man, gradually raising his voice to a roar. All the village knows it, I think, and now youve found me what the devil is it you want?

I  I think theres a mistake, stammered the cook.

Oh, said the old man. Ha! is there? Pretty detective you are. Ill bring an action against you. Ill have you imprisoned and dismissed the force.

Its all a mistake, said the cook; Im not a detective.

Come this way, said the old man, rising.

The cook followed him into a smaller room at the back.

Youre not a detective? said the old man, as he motioned him to a seat. I suppose you know that impersonating a detective is a serious offence? Just stay here while I fetch a policeman, will you?

The cook said he wouldnt.

Ah, said the old man with a savage grin, I think you will. Then he went to the door and called loudly for Roger.

Before the dazed cook of the Seamew could collect his scattered senses a pattering sounded on the stairs, and a bulldog came unobtrusively into the room. It was a perfectly bred animal, with at least a dozen points about it calling for notice and admiration, but all that the cook noticed was the excellent preservation of its teeth.

Watch him, Roger, said the old man, taking a hat from a sideboard. Dont let him move.

The animal growled intelligently, and sitting down a yard or two in front of the cook watched him with much interest.

Im sure Im very sorry, muttered the cook. Dont go away and leave me with this dog, sir.

He wont touch you unless you move, said the old man.

The cooks head swam; he felt vaguely round for a subtle compliment. Id rather you stayed, he quavered, I would indeed. I dont know any man Ive took a greater fancy to at first sight.

I dont want any of your confounded insolence, said the other sternly. Watch him, Roger.

Roger growled with all the cheerfulness of a dog who had found a job which suited him, and his owner, after again warning the cook of what would happen if he moved out of the chair, left the room, shutting the door as he went. The cook heard the front door close behind him, and then all was silence, except for the strong breathing of Roger.

For some time the man and dog sat eyeing each other in silence, then the former, moistening his dry lips with his tongue, gave a conciliatory chirrup. Roger responded with a deep growl, and, rising to his feet, yawned expressively.

Poor Roger! said the cook in trembling accents, poor old Rogy-wogy! Good old dog!

The good old dog came a little nearer and closely inspected the cooks legs, which were knocking together with fright.

Cats! said the cook, pointing to the door as an idea occurred to him. S-cat! Seize em, dog! seize em!

G-w-r-r, said Roger menacingly. The quivering limbs had a strange fascination for him, and coming closer he sniffed at them loudly.

In a perfect panic the cook, after glancing helplessly at the poker, put his hand gently behind him and drew his sheath-knife. Then, with a courage born of fear, he struck the dog suddenly in the body, and before it could recover from the suddenness of the attack, withdrew his knife and plunged it in again. The dog gave a choking growl and, game to the last, made a grab at the cooks leg, and missing it, rolled over on the floor, giving a faint kick or two as the breath left its body.

It had all happened so quickly that the cook, mechanically wiping his blade on the tablecloth, hardly realized the foulness of the crime of which he had been guilty, but felt inclined to congratulate himself upon his desperate bravery. Then as he realized that, in addition to the offence for which the choleric Mr. Dunn was even now seeking the aid of the law, there was a dead bulldog and a spoiled carpet to answer for, he resolved upon an immediate departure. He made his way to the back door, and sheathing his knife, crept stealthily down the garden, and clambered over the fence at the bottom. Then, with his back to the scene of the murder, he put up his hands and ran.

He crossed two fields and got on to a road, his breath coming painfully as he toiled along with an occasional glance behind him. It was uphill, but he kept on until he had gained the top, and then he threw himself down panting by the side of the road with his face turned in the direction of Holebourne. Five minutes later he started up again and resumed his flight, as several figures burst into the road from the village in hot pursuit.

For a little while he kept to the road, then, as the idea occurred to him that some of his pursuers might use a vehicle, he broke through the hedge and took to the fields. His legs gave way beneath him, and he stumbled rather than ran, but he kept on alternately walking and running until all signs of the pursuit had ceased.


CHAPTER IV.

Safe for the time being, but with the memory of his offences pursuing him, the cook first washed his face and hands in a trough, and next removed the stains of the crime from his knife. He then pushed on again rapidly until he struck another road, and begging a lift from a passing wagon, lay full length on top of a load of straw and nervously scanned the landscape as they travelled. Half a dozen miles farther on the wagon halted before a comfortable farmhouse, and the cook, after bestowing on the carter two of the few coins left him, went his way, losing himself, with a view to baffling pursuit, among a maze of small lanes, turning right or left as the fancy took him, until nightfall found him tired and famished on the outskirts of a small village.

Conscious of the power of the telegraph, which he had no doubt was interesting itself in his behalf over the surrounding districts, he skulked behind a hedge until the lights went from the ground floor to the first floor of the cottages and then went out altogether. He then, with the utmost caution, looked round in search of shelter. He came at last to two cottages standing by themselves about half a mile beyond the village, one of which had a wooden shed in the garden which seemed to offer the very shelter he required. Satisfied that the inmates of the cottage were all abed he entered the garden, and, treading on tiptoe, walked towards the shed, fumbled at the hasp and opened the door. It was pitch dark within and silent, till something rustled uneasily. There was a note of alarm and indignation. The cook tripped on a stone, and only saved himself from falling by clutching at a perch which a dozen fowls instantly vacated with loud and frenzied appeals for assistance. Immediately the shed was full of flapping wings and agitated hens darting wildly between his legs as he made for the door again, only to run into the arms of a man who came from the cottage.

Ive got him, Poll! shouted the latter, as he dealt the cook a blow with a stick. Ive got him!

He fetched him another blow and was preparing, for a third, when the cook, maddened with the pain, struck at him wildly and sent him sprawling. He was up again in an instant and, aided by his wife, who had stopped to make a slight concession to appearances in the shape of a flannel petticoat, threw the cook down and knelt on him. A man came out from the adjoining cottage, and having, with great presence of mind, first found a vacant spot on the cook and knelt on it, asked what was the matter.

After my hens, said the first man breathlessly. I just heard em in time.

I wasnt after your hens. I didnt know they was there! gasped the cook.

Lock him up! said the second man warmly.

Im goin to, said the other, Keep still, you thief!

Get up! said the cook faintly; youre killin me.

Take him in the house and tie him up for the night, and well take him to Winton police station in the morning, said the neighbor. Hes a desperate character.

As they declined to trust the cook to walk, he was carried into the kitchen, where the woman, leaving him for a moment, struck a match and hastily lit a candle. She then opened a drawer and, to the cooks horror, began pulling out about twenty fathoms of clothes-line.

The best way and the safest is to tie him in a chair, said the neighbor. I remember my gran-father used to tell a tale of how they served a highwayman that way once.

That would be best, I think, said the woman pondering. Hed be more comfortable in a chair, though Im sure he dont deserve it.

They raised the exhausted cook, and placing him in a stout oak chair, lashed him to it until he could scarcely breathe.

After my granfather had tied the highwayman in the chair, he gave him a crack on the head with a stick, said the neighbor, regarding the cook thoughtfully.

They was very brutal in those times, said the cook, before anybody else could speak.

Just to keep him quiet like, said the neighbor, somewhat chilled by the silence of the other two.

I think hell do as he is, said the owner of the fowls, carefully feeling the prisoners bonds. If youll come in in the morning, Pettit, well borrow a cart an take him over to Winton. I expect theres a lot of things against him.

I expect there is, said Pettit, as the cook shuddered. Well, good-night.

He returned to his house, and the couple, after carefully inspecting the cook again, and warning him of the consequences if he moved, blew out the candle and returned to their interrupted slumbers.

For a long time the unfortunate cook sat in a state of dreary apathy, wondering vaguely at the ease with which he had passed from crime to crime, and trying to estimate how much he should get for each. A cricket sang from the hearthstone, and a mouse squeaked upon the floor. Worn out with fatigue and trouble, he at length fell asleep.

He awoke suddenly and tried to leap out of his bunk on to the floor and hop on one leg as a specific for the cramp. Then, as he realized his position, he strove madly to rise and straighten the afflicted limb. He was so far successful that he managed to stand, and in the fantastic appearance of a human snail, to shuffle slowly round the kitchen. At first he thought only of the cramp, but after that had yielded to treatment a wild idea of escape occurred to him. Still bowed with the chair, he made his way to the door, and, after two or three attempts, got the latch in his mouth and opened it. Within five minutes he had shuffled his way through the garden gate, which was fortunately open, and reached the road.

The exertion was so laborious that he sat down again upon his portable seat and reckoned up his chances. Fear lent him wings, though of a very elementary type, and as soon as he judged he was out of earshot he backed up against a tree and vigorously banged the chair against it.

He shed one cracked hind leg in this way, and the next time he sat down had to perform feats of balancing not unworthy of Blondin himself.

Until day broke did this persecuted man toil painfully along with the chair, and the sun rose and found him sitting carefully in the middle of the road, faintly anathematizing Captain Gething and everything connected with him. He was startled by the sound of footsteps rapidly approaching him, and, being unable to turn his head, he rose painfully to his feet and faced about bodily.

The new-comer stopped abruptly, and, gazing in astonishment at the extraordinary combination of man and chair before him, retired a few paces in disorder. At a little distance he had mistaken the cook for a lover of nature, communing with it at his ease; now he was undecided whether it was a monstrosity or an apparition.

Mornin, mate, said the cook in a weary voice.

Morning, said the man, backing still more.

I spose, said the cook, trying to smile cheerfully, youre surprised to see me like this?

Ive never seen anything like it afore, said the man guardedly.

I dont spose you ave, said the cook. Im the only man in England that can do it.

The man said he could quite believe it.

Im doin it for a bet, said the cook.

Oh-h, said the man, his countenance clearing, a bet. I thought you were mad. How much is it?

Fifty pounds, said the cook. Ive come all the way from London like this.

Well, Im blest! said the man. What wont they think of next! Got much farther to go?

Oakville, said the cook, mentioning a place he had heard of in his wanderings. At least I was, but I find its too much for me. Would you mind doing me the favor of cutting this line?

No, no, said the other reproachfully, dont give up now. Why, its only another seventeen miles.

I must give it up, said the cook, with a sad smile.

Dont be beat, said the man warmly. Keep your art up, and youll be as pleased as Punch presently to think how near you was losing.

Cut it off, said the cook, trembling with impatience; Ive earned forty pounds of it by coming so far. If you cut it off Ill send you ten of it.

The man hesitated while an inborn love of sport struggled with his greed.

Ive got a wife and family, he said at last in extenuation, and taking out a clasp-knife, steadied the cook with one hand while he severed his bonds with the other.

God bless you, mate! said the cook, trying to straighten his bowed back as the chair fell to the ground.

My names Jack Thompson, said his benefactor. Jack Thompson, Winchgate ll find me.

Ill make it twelve pounds, said the grateful cook, and you can have the chair.

He shook him by the hand, and, freed from his burden, stepped out on his return journey, while his innocent accomplice, shouldering the chair, went back to learn from the rightful owner a few hard truths about his mental capacity.

Not knowing how much start he would have, the cook, despite his hunger and fatigue, pushed on with all the speed of which he was capable. After an hours journey he ventured to ask the direction of an embryo ploughman, and wheedled out of him a small, a very small, portion of his breakfast. From the top of the next hill he caught a glimpse of the sea, and taking care to keep this friend of his youth in sight, felt his way along by it to Brittlesea. At midday he begged some broken victuals from a gamekeepers cottage, and with renewed vigor resumed his journey, and at ten oclock that night staggered on to Brittlesea quay and made his way cautiously to the ship. There was nobody on deck, but a light burned in the focsle, and after a careful peep below he descended. Henry, who was playing, a losing game of draughts with Sam, looked up with a start, and overturned the board.

Lord love us, cookie! said Sam, where ave you been?

The cook straightened up, smiling faintly, and gave a wave of his hand which took in all the points of the compass. Everywhere, he said wearily.

Youve been on the spree, said Sam, regarding him severely.

Spree! said the cook with expression. Spree!

His feelings choked him, and after a feeble attempt to translate them into words, he abandoned the attempt, and turning a deaf ear to Sams appeal for information, rolled into his bunk and fell fast asleep.


CHAPTER V.

They got under way at four oclock next morn-ing, and woke the cook up to assist at 3.30. At 3.45 they woke him again, and at 3.50 dragged him from his bunk and tried to arouse him to a sense of his duties. The cook, with his eyes still closed, crawled back again the moment they left him, and though they had him out twice after that, he went back in the same somnambulistic state and resumed his slumbers.

Brittlesea was thirty miles astern when he at length awoke and went on deck, and the schooner was scudding along under a stiff breeze. It was a breeze such as the mate loved, and his face was serene and peaceful until his gaze fell upon the shrinking figure of the cook as it glided softly into the galley.

Cook, he roared, come here, you skulking rascal! Whereve you been all this time?

Ive been in trouble, sir, said the cook humbly; youll ardly believe the trouble Ive been in through trying to do the skipper a kindness.

Dont you come none of that with me, roared the mate warningly. Whereve you been? Come, out with it!

The cook, still somewhat weak from his adventures, leaned against the companion, and with much dramatic gesture began his story. As it proceeded the mates breath came thick and fast, his color rose, and he became erratic in his steering. Flattered by these symptoms of concern, the cook continued.

Thatll do, said the mate at last.

I aint got to the worst of it yet, sir, said the cook.

If you stand there lying to me for another moment Ill break your neck, said the mate violently. Youve had two days on the drink, thats what youve had.

Its gawspel truth, sir, said the cook solemnly.

You wait till the skipper turns out, said the other, shaking his fist at him. If it wasnt for leaving the wheel Id set about you myself, my lad.

To the cooks indignation the skipper shared the opinions of the mate concerning his story, and in a most abrupt and unfeeling fashion stopped two days pay. Down in the focsle he fared no better, the crews honest tribute of amazement to his powers of untruthful narrative passing all bounds of decorum.

Their incredulity was a source of great grief to him. He had pictured himself posing as a daredevil, and he went about his duties with a chastened mien, mistaken by the men, experts in such matters, for the reaction after a drinking bout.

They passed Northfleet on their way up to Rotherhithe, where they went to discharge a small general cargo, the cooks behavior every time a police-boat passed them coming in for much scornful censure. It was some hours before he would go ashore, and when at last he did venture, it was with the reckless air of a Robert Macaire and a Dick Turpin rolled into one.

It was a damp, cheerless morning when they got to Northfleet again. It had been raining heavily in the night, and black clouds still hung low over the river. They were not to load until the next day, and after dinner Henry and the mate exchanged a sympathetic smile as the skipper took up his cap and went ashore.

He walked into Gravesend, and taking no notice of the rain, which was falling steadily, strolled idly about looking into the shop windows. He had a romantic idea that he might meet Annis Gething there. It was half-holiday at the school, and it was the most natural thing in the world that she should be sauntering about Gravesend in the pouring rain. At about four oclock, being fairly wet through, he saw the fallacy of the idea strongly, and in a disconsolate fashion, after one glass at a convenient tavern, turned to go back to the ship. A little way along the road he stepped aside to allow a girl to pass, glancing  by mere force of habit  beneath her umbrella as he did so. Then he started back guiltily as his eyes met those of Miss Gething. She half stopped.

Good-afternoon, said the skipper awkwardly.

Good-afternoon, said she.

Nasty weather, said the skipper, standing respectfully three yards off.

Wretched, said Miss Gething. Ugh!

I dont mind it much myself, said the skipper.

You must be very wet, said Miss Gething. You are going to see mother, I suppose?

I did think of doing so, said the skipper with joyous untruthfulness.

Im going to do a little shopping, said she. Good-bye.

She nodded brightly, and the skipper, raising his cap, turned on his heel and set off to pay the call. He turned his head several times as he went, but Miss Gething, who knew more of men than the skipper knew of women, did not turn hers.

A quarter of an hours brisk walk brought him to the house, and he shook the rain from his cap as he knocked gently at the door. It was opened by a man, who, standing with his hand on the lock regarded him inquiringly.

Mrs. Gething in? asked the skipper.

No, shes not just at present, said the other.

Ill come in and wait for her if you dont mind, said the skipper, speaking on the spur of the moment.

The other hesitated, and then standing aside to allow him to pass, closed the door, and they entered the small parlor together. The skipper, with a courage which surprised himself, took a chair uninvited and began to wipe his trousers with his handkerchief.

Im afraid Mrs. Gething will be a long time, said the other man at last.

Ill give her a few minutes, said the skipper, who would have sat there a week with pleasure.

He rubbed his moustache and beard with his handkerchief and put them into shape with his fingers. The other man regarded these operations with an unfavorable eye, and watched him uneasily.

No message you could leave for Mrs. Gething, he suggested, after a quarter of an hour.

The skipper shook his head, and in his turn took stock of the other man  a good-looking fellow with a waxed black moustache, a light silk tie and a massive scarf-pin. A frock-coat hung about his knees, and shoes of the lightest brown called attention to his small feet.

Another quarter of an hour passed. Wet day, said the skipper, by way of starting the conversation again.

The other assented, and remarked that he thought it very probable that the wet would prevent Mrs. Gething from returning, whereupon conversation languished until the sound of hurried footsteps outside, and the turning of a key in the latch, made them both look up.

Here she is, said the skipper softly.

The other man said nothing, feeling possibly that the entrance of Miss Gething was sufficient refutation of the statement. He was also in anything but a talkative mood.

Mother not in? said Miss Gething in surprise as she entered the room. How good of you to wait, captain.

Oh, its no trouble, said the skipper, who really thought that there was no credit due to him for his action.

She shook hands with the other man and smiled at the skipper. Ive seen you before, she said, and it is good of you to wait. Im sure youre very wet. This is Mr. Glover, Captain Wilson.

The two gentlemen glared their acknowledgments, and the skipper, with a sinking at his heart, began to feel in the way. Miss Gething, after going outside to remove her hat and jacket, came in smiling pleasantly, and conversation became general, the two men using her as a sort of human telephone through which to transmit scanty ideas.

Half-past five, said Miss Gething suddenly. Have you got to catch the 6.30 train, Mr. Glover?

Must, said Mr. Glover dismally. Business, you know, he added resignedly.

Youll take a cup of tea before you go? said Annis.

She was standing before Mr. Glover as she spoke, and the skipper, who had been feeling more and more in the way, rose and murmured that he must go. His amazement when Miss Gething twisted her pretty face into a warning scowl and shook her head at him, was so great that Mr. Glover turned suddenly to see the cause of it.

Youll take a cup, too, captain? said Miss Gething with a polite smile.

Thank you, said the skipper, resuming his seat. His ideas were in a whirl, and he sat silent as the girl deftly set the tea-table and took her seat before the tray.

Quite a tea-party, she said brightly. One piece of sugar, Mr. Glover?

Two, said the gentleman in an injured voice.

She looked inquiringly at the skipper with the sugar-tongs poised.

Ill leave it to you, said he confusedly. Mr. Glover smiled contemptuously, and raised his eye-brows a little. Miss Gething dropped in one piece and handed him the cup.

Sometimes I take one piece, sometimes two or three, said the skipper, trying to explain away his foolishness. Im not particular.

You must be of an easy-going nature, said Miss Gething indulgently.

Dont know his own mind, I should think, said Mr. Glover rudely.

I know it about other things, said the skipper.

The tone in which this remark was made set Mr. Glover wondering darkly what the other things were. Neither man was disposed to be talkative, and tea would have proceeded in sombre silence but for the hostess. At ten minutes past six Mr. Glover rose and with great unwillingness said he must go.

It isnt raining much now, said Miss Gething encouragingly. Mr. Glover went to the hall, and taking his hat and umbrella, shook hands with her. Then he came to the door again, and looked at the skipper. Going my way? he inquired with great affability, considering.

Er  no, said the other.

Mr. Glover put on his hat with a bang, and with a curt nod followed Miss Gething to the door and departed.

I think hell catch the train all right, said the skipper, as Miss Gething watched his feverish haste from the window.

I hope so, said she.

Im sorry your mother wasnt in, said the skipper, breaking a long pause.

Yes, it has been dull for you, Im afraid, said the girl.

The skipper sighed wearily and wondered whether Mr. Glover was such an adept at silly remarks as he appeared to be.

Has he got far to go? he inquired, referring to Mr. Glover.

London, said Annis briefly.

She stood at the window for some time, gazing up the road with what appeared to be an expression of anxious solicitude.

Well, I suppose I must be going, said the skipper, who thought he ought not to stay any longer.

Annis stood aside as he rose, and followed him slowly to the hall.

I wish we had an umbrella to lend you, she said, looking round.

Oh, thatll be all right, said the skipper. Im nearly dry now.

Dry? said Annis. She put her little hand on his coat-sleeve.

Oh, youre soaking, she said in dismay. The idea of me letting you sit about in that state!

That sleeve is the worst, said the skipper, whom circumstances had made artful. Its all right here.

He brushed his hand down his coat.

Thats a good thing, said Annis politely.

Um, but not here, said the skipper, squeezing the lapel of his coat.

Annis touched his coat lightly.

Youre very wet, she said severely; you ought not to sit about in such things. Wait a moment. Ill get you a great-coat of my fathers.

She sped lightly up the stairs, and returning with a long, heavy coat, held it out to him.

Thatll keep you dry, she remarked as the skipper, after a few slight remonstrances, began to put it on. She held the other sleeve up for him and watched, with the satisfaction of a philanthropist, as he buttoned it up. Then she opened the door.

Youll give my respects to Mrs. Gething? said the skipper.

Certainly. Shell be sorry she wasnt in. Are you staying here long?

About three days.

Annis pondered.

Shes going out to-morrow, she said tentatively.

I shall be in the town the day after on business, said the skipper. If it wouldnt be troubling you I might look in. Good-bye.

He shook hands confusedly, wondering whether he had gone too far; and, as the door closed behind him, put his hands in Captain Gethings pockets and went off in a brown study. Slowly and distinctly as he went along the various things grouped themselves together in his mind, and he began to think aloud.

She knew her mother was out when she met me, he said slowly. She knew that other fellow was here; but one would have thought  Lovers tiff, he said suddenly and bitterly; and doing the pleasant to me to make him smart a bit. Hell be round to-morrow when the mothers out.

He went back dejectedly to his ship, and countermanding the tea with which the zealous Henry was about to indulge him, changed his clothes and sat down to smoke.

Youve got a bit wet, said the mate. Whered you get the coat?

Friend, said the other. Had it lent to me. You know that Captain Gething I told you to look out for?

I do, said the other eagerly.

Let the crew know that the reward is raised to five pounds, said the skipper, drawing strongly at his pipe.

If the reward is riz to five pounds the cookll be ung for murder or somthink, said Henry. Its no use lookin to the crew for elp, sir  not a bit.

The skipper deigned no reply, and his message having been conveyed to the focsle, a scene of intense animation prevailed there.

Im goin to have a go now, said Dick emphatically. Five pounds is worth picking up.

I only ope as you wont ave the treat I ad, said the cook feelingly.

Wot we want, said fat Sam, is one o them things people ave in the City  one o the er what dyer call ems.

Ansom keb? suggested the cook.

Ansom keb be damned! said Sam scornfully.

One of them things wot as a lot o people in, I mean.

Tramcars, said the cook, who was all at sea. But you couldnt take a tramcar all over the country, Sam.

If anybody was to ask me, I should say you was a silly fool, said Sam impatiently. I mean one o them things people puts their money in.

The wondering cook had got as far as automatic mach when Henry jostled him into silence.

Wot are you gettin at? said Dick. Why dont you talk plain?

Cos I cant remember the word, said Sam angrily; but a lot o people gets together and goes shares.

You mean a syndikit, said Dick.

Thats the word, said Sam, with relief.

Well, wots the good of it? said Dick.

This way, said Sam; we make up a syndikit and divide the money when es found. It ud be a cruel thing, Dick, if, just as youd spotted your man, I wos to come along and snap im up under your werry nose, for instance

Youd better try it, said Dick grimly.

Its a very good idea o yours, Sam, said the cook. Ill join it.

Youd better come in, Dick, said Sam.

Not me, said Dick; its five pounds Im after.

We shall beworkin agin you, you know, me an the cook an the boy, said Sam anxiously.

Ho! said Henry, dont think Im takin a and, cos Im not.

Werry good, then, said Sam, the  the  what dye call it, Dick?

Syndikit, said Dick.

The syndikit is me and the cook, then, said Sam. Give us your and, cook.

In this informal way the Captain Gething Search Company was founded, and the syndicate, thinking that they had a good thing, began to hold aloof from their fellows, and to confer darkly in remote corners. They expended a shilling on a popular detective story entitled, On the Trail, and an element of adventure was imported into their lives which brightened them considerably.

The following day the skipper spent hard at work with the cargo, bustling about with feverish energy as the afternoon wore on and left him to imagine his rival tête-à-tête with Annis. After tea a reaction set in, and, bit by bit the mate, by means of timely sympathy, learnt all that there was to know. Henry, without a display of anything, except, perhaps, silence, learnt it too.

Its in your favor that its your own craft, said the mate; you can go where you like. If you find the father, she might chuck the other feller.

That isnt my object in finding him, said the skipper. I just want to find him to oblige her.

He set off the following afternoon followed by the stealthy glances of the crew, who had heard something from Henry, and, first getting his beard trimmed at a barbers, walked along to call on Mrs. Gething. She was in, and pleased to see him, and hearing that his crew were also searching, supplied him with another photograph of the missing captain.

Miss Gething well? inquired the skipper as, after accepting an invitation to a cup of tea, he noticed that she only laid for two.

Oh, yes; shes gone to London, said Mrs. Gething. Shes got friends there, you know.

Mr. Glover, said the skipper to himself with dismal intuition. I met a friend here the day before yesterday, he said aloud.

Oh, yes  Mr. Glover, said the old lady; a man in a very good position. Hes very nice, isnt he?

Splendid, murmured the skipper vaguely.

He would do anything for her, said the fond mother. Im sure its quite touching the way he looks after her.

Going to be married soon? queried the skipper.

He knew it was a rude question for a comparative stranger to ask, but he couldnt help it.

When my husband is found, said the old lady, shaking her head sadly. She wont marry till then.

The skipper sat back in his chair, and pushing his plate from him, pondered over this latest piece of information. It seemed at first an excellent reason for not finding Captain Gething, but the idea had hardly occurred to him before he dismissed it as unworthy, and manfully resolved to do his best. For an hour he sat listening to the somewhat prosy talk of the old lady, and then  there being no sign of Anniss return  he silently departed and made his way back to the Seamew.


CHAPTER VI.

To the cooks relief he found that the Seamews next voyage was to a little port on the West Coast named Cocklemouth, calling at the garrison town of Bymouth on the way. He told Sam that it was a load off his mind, and showed clearly by his manner that he expected the syndicate at least to accept his story. They spent most of their time in the galley, where, secure from money-grubbing eavesdroppers, they matured their plans over the washing of potatoes and the scouring of saucepans. On the Trail was remarkably clever, and they obtained many helpful suggestions from it, though the discovery that Henry had got hold of it, and had marked all the most valuable passages in lead pencil, caused them much anxiety.

The syndicate were the first to get ashore the evening they arrived at Bymouth. They had come to the conclusion in their deliberations that the only possible place in which a retired mariner would spend his evenings was a public-house, and they resolved to do them thoroughly.

The worst of it, said Sam, as they walked slowly together to the town, is the drinkin. Arter Ive ad five or six pints, everybody looks to me like Capn Gething.

We wont ave no drinkin, said the cook. Well do wot the feller did in that story. Ave you got sixpence about you?

Wot for? inquired Sam carefully.

Workin expenses, replied the cook, dwelling fondly on the phrase.

Thatll be thruppence each, then, said Sam, eyeing him suspiciously.

Sixpence each, said the cook. Now do you know what were goin to do?

Chuck money away, hazarded Sam as he reluctantly drew a sixpence from his pocket and handed it to the cook. Wheres your sixpence?

The cook showed it to him, and Sam, whose faith in human nature had been largely shaken by a perusal of the detective story referred to, bit it critically.

We cant go into pubs without drinkin in the ordinary way, said the cook, so were goin in to sell bootlaces, like the chap in the book did. Now do you see?

Why not try something cheaper first? growled Sam measurin footmarks, or over-earing fellers talking? Its just like you, cookie, doin expensive things.

Under the cooks glance of silent scorn he became first restive and then abusive, winding up finally by demanding his money back.

Dont you be a fool! said the cook coarsely. You leave it to me.

And get tied up in a chair with my own bootlaces praps, said the irritated seaman.

The cook, affecting not to hear him, looked out for a boot-shop, and having found one, walked in, followed by the discontented Sam, and purchased a shillings-worth of laces.

Wot am I to say? demanded Sam surlily, as they stood outside, and the cook hung half a dozen laces over his arm.

You neednt say anything, replied the cook. Just walk in an old em up in the peoples faces, an if anybody offers you a drink you may ave it.

Thank you for nothin, said Sam, with prophetic insight.

You take all the pubs this side of the igh Street an Ill take the other, said the cook. And if you look as cheerful as you look now you ought to take a lot o money.

He turned away, and with a farewell caution against drinking, set off. The stout seaman, with a strong distaste for his job, took the laces in his hand and bent his steps in the direction of a small but noisy tavern in the next street. The public bar was full, and Sams heart failed him as he entered it, and, bearing the cooks instructions in mind, held up his wares to the customers. Most of them took no notice, and the only man who said anything to him was a red-nosed sergeant of marines, who, setting his glass with great deliberation on the counter, gazed fixedly at a dozen laces crawling over his red sleeve. His remarks, when he discovered their connection with Sam, were of a severe and sweeping character, and contained not the slightest reference to a drink.

In the next bar he met a philanthropist who bought up his whole stock-in-trade. The stout seaman was utterly unprepared for such kindness, and stood looking at him dumbly, his lips all a-tremble with naughty words.

There, there, said his benefactor kindly. Never mind about thanking me.

Sam obeyed him easily, and departing in silence, went off raving to the nearest boot-shop to buy more laces. Taught by experience, he put some of his new stock in his pocket, and with a couple of pairs in his hand, entered the next tavern on his beat.

The bar was pretty full, but he pushed his way in, and offering his wares in a perfunctory fashion, looked round carefully for any signs of Captain Gething.

Outside! said a smart barmaid with a toss of her head as she caught sight of him.

Im goin, miss, said Sam, blushing with shame. Hitherto most barmaids had treated him with kindness, and in taverns where his powers were known, usually addressed him as sir.

Down on your luck, mate? said a voice as he turned to go.

Starvin, sir, said Sam, who was never one to trouble about appearances.

Sit down, said his new friend, with a nod at the barmaid, who was still regarding the seaman in a hostile fashion.

Sam sat down and mentally blessed the reservation regarding free drinks as his benefactor turned to the bar and gave his order. His eyes beamed softly with a mixture of gratitude and amusement as his new friend came back with a pint of ale and half a loaf of bread.

Get through that, old chap, said the man as he handed him the bread; and theres some more where that came from.

He sat down opposite, and taking a long pull at the pewter, watched with a kind smile to see the famished seaman eat. He noted as a strange fact that starving men nibble gently at the outside crust first, and then start on small, very small, mouthfuls of crumb, instinct rather than reason probably warning them of the dangers of a surfeit.

For a few minutes Sam, with one eye on the pewter and the other on the door, struggled to perform his part. Then he rose, and murmuring broken thanks, said he would take some home to his wife and children.

Never mind your wife and children, said his benefactor, putting down the empty pewter. You eat that up and Ill give you a couple of loaves to take home to them.

My arts too full to eat, said Sam, getting a little nearer the door.

He means his stomach, said a stern but youthful voice which the unhappy seaman knew only too well. He turned smartly and saw the face of Henry peering over the partition, and beside it the grinning countenance of Dick.

He was on our ship this afternoon, continued his youthful tormentor as he scrambled still higher up the partition, and getting one arm over, pointed an accusing finger at Sam, who had been pushed back into his seat. We gave him a lovely dinner, an arter hed eat it he went off on the quiet in one of our chaps clothes.

Thats right, mates, said the delighted Dick, nodding at the audience.

One of our chaps named Sam, went on Henry one of the best an kindest earted chaps that ever breathed.

Regular brick he is, assented Dick.

Fine, big ansome man, he is, said Henry, and this chaps got his clothes on.

The customers gazed sternly at Sam as he sat open-mouthed listening to these fulsome but untimely praises. In every gathering there is sure to be one or two whose self-imposed mission it is to right wrongs, and one of this type present at once suggested returning the clothes to the rightful owner. His suggestion was adopted with enthusiasm, and a dozen men closed round the hapless Sam.

Outside, gentlemen, please, said the barmaid hastily.

They went out in a cluster, the stout seaman in the centre fighting like a madman, and nearly overturning three soldiers who were passing. Two of them were named Murphy and one OSullivan, and the riot that ensued took three policemen and a picket to subdue. Sam, glad of a chance to get away, only saw the beginning of it, and consumed by violent indignation, did not pause until he had placed half a dozen streets between himself and the scene of his discomfiture.

He had no intention of breaking faith with the cook, but he had a pint and thought that circumstances justified it. Then he walked slowly up and down the street a little while, debating whether he should continue the search or return to the schooner. For a time he strolled on aimlessly, and then, resolving not to be defeated by the impertinences of Dick and the boy, paused before a high-class tavern and went in. Two or three well-dressed men, whose behavior contrasted favorably with that of the vulgar crew he had just left, shook their heads, but not unkindly, and he was about to leave when a big, black-bearded man entered.

Thats a poor game, said the big man, glancing at the laces.

Yes, sir, said Sam humbly.

You look as if you thrive on it, said the man, somewhat sternly.

Its only looks, sir, said Sam, shaking his head as he walked to the door.

Drink, I spose, said the other.

No, sir, said Sam.

When did you taste food last? continued the other.

Yesterday morning, said Sam, clearing a soft piece of bread from his teeth with his tongue.

Could you take something? inquired the other.

Sam smiled expectantly and took a seat. He heard his new friend order a pot, and wiping his mouth on the back of his hand, tried to think of something nice to say as he drank it. Then his blood froze in his veins, and his jaw dropped as the other came from the counter and held out half a loaf.

There, my man, he said kindly, put that inside you.

Sam took it and tried to put it into his pocket, and repeating his old tale about taking it home to the children, rose to depart.

You eat that, and Ill give you a couple of loaves to take home to them, said the other.

The bread fell from Sams nerveless fingers and rolled on to the floor. A bystander picked it up, and wiping it on his coat, returned it to him.

Go on, said the big man, taking a deep draught of his beer eat away.

I must see my children eat first, said Sam in a broken voice.

You eat that bread or Ill call a policeman and give you in charge, said the other, raising his voice. I believe youre an impostor. Wheres your hawkers license?

In a state bordering upon frenzy Sam bit off a piece of the bread and tried to swallow it. He took up a water-bottle and drank some of the contents, and within five minutes had swallowed as many mouthfuls.

Go on, said the donor sternly.

I wont, said Sam fiercely; damned if I will!

The other rose and went to the door. Just step this way a minute, constable, he said quietly.

He stood aside, and, as Sam paused with the bread in his hand, the door opened and Dick and Henry entered, and shaking their heads, gazed sorrowfully upon him. The big man sat down and laughed until he cried as Sam, realizing the plot of which he had been the victim, flung the bread at Henry and made for the door. He went down the road mad with indignation, and with a firm resolve to have no more to do with bootlaces, pitched them away.

Hallo, Sam! cried a figure from the other side of the road. Any luck?

Sam shook his head speechlessly.

Youve been drinkin, said the cook as he came over.

I aint, said Sam. Then a base idea occurred to him, and he took the other by the arm.

Theres a pub down here, cook, he said in a trembling voice, an theres an old chap there I cant be certain of. Spose you go an have a look at im.

Which one? inquired his innocent friend.

Full of a great joy, Sam led him to the place of his mortification, and waiting until he was fairly in, stood listening behind the door.

Why dont they speak up? he said crossly, as a low, indistinct murmuring reached him. He strained his ears intently, but could not catch anything, and losing all patience, was just about to push the door open and peep in when he heard a roar of laughter. Peal upon peal sounded until the bar shook with it, and an expression of peace and rest came over his face as he pictured the scene inside.

Dont, said the cooks voice feebly.

There was another roar of laughter, to which Sam grinned a silent accompaniment.

Youll kill me, said the cook again, in a choking voice.

No worse for you than for me, my lad, said Sam, with great content.

There was another roar in which Sam, to his amazement, fancied that the cook joined. He was still listening in a state of maddening perplexity when he heard the cooks voice again.

Poor old Sam! it said distinctly. Poor old Sam! Id ave given anythin to ave seen him.

The listener stiffened up suddenly and, holding his breath, went off on tiptoe down the street, the sounds of the foolish mirth in the bar ringing in his ears as he went. His brain was in a whirl, but two definite objects shaped themselves in his mind as he walked fiercely on  to smash first the syndicate, and then the cook. With these ideas firmly fixed he went aboard again, and going into the lonely focsle, climbed into his bunk and forgot his sorrows in sleep  in a sleep so sound that the others, upon their return an hour later, failed to wake him, until Henry, as a last expedient, threw a slice of bread at him. After which everybody had to keep awake all night to mount guard over their lives.


CHAPTER VII.

The search at Bymouth obtained no further assistance from Sam. For the remainder of their stay there he hardly moved from the ship, preferring to smoke his pipe in peace on board to meeting certain jocular spirits ashore who wanted to buy bootlaces. Conversation with Dick and the boy he declined altogether, and it was not until they had reached Cocklemouth that he deigned to accept a pipe of tobacco from the cooks box.

Cocklemouth is a small lone place on the Welsh coast. When a large ship gets into the tiny harbor the inhabitants come down to see it, and the skippers of small craft pop up from their cabins and yell out to know where its coming to. Even when they see it bound and guided by many hawsers they are not satisfied, but dangling fenders in an obtrusive fashion over the sides of their ships, prepare for the worst.

We wont find im ere, cookie, said Sam, as the syndicate sat on deck on the evening of their arrival gazing contemplatively at the few scattered lights which appeared as twilight deepened into night. Lonesome little place.

I aint got much ope of finding im anywhere, assented the cook.

If it wasnt for fear of Dick finding im, said Sam viciously, or the boy, Id just give it up, cookie.

If anybody finds im itll be the skipper hisself, said the cook, lowering his voice as the person alluded to passed them on his way ashore. He goes to the police station with the portrait and arsts them there. What chance ave we got after that?

The seaman shook his head, and after sitting for some time in silence, went ashore with the cook and drank himself into a state of hopeless pessimism. In this condition he forgave everybody, and feeling very low, made his will by the simple process of giving his knife to Dick and two and sevenpence to Henry. The trouble he had in revoking it next morning furnished a striking illustration of the depths to which poor humanity can descend.

It was bright and fine next day, and after breakfast his spirits rose. The persistent tinkle of a cracked bell from a small brick church in the town, and the appearance of two girls walking along the quay with hymn-books, followed by two young men without, reminded him that it was Sunday.

The skipper, who was endeavoring to form new habits, obeyed the summons of the bell. The mate took a healthful walk of three miles, while the crew sat about the deck watching the cooks preparations for dinner, and occasionally lending him some slight assistance. It was not until the meal was despatched that they arrayed themselves in their Sunday clothes and went ashore.

Dick went first, having thoughtfully provided himself with the photograph which had been lent for the use of all of them. He walked at first into the town, but the bare shuttered shops and deserted streets worked upon his feelings, and with his hands in his pockets, he walked back in the direction of the harbor. Here he got into conversation with an elderly man of sedate aspect, and after a little general talk, beginning with the weather and ending with tobacco, he produced the photograph and broached the subject of Captain Gething.

Well, Ive seen a man very much like it, said his new friend after a prolonged study.

Where? asked Dick eagerly.

I wont say its the same man, said the other slowly, as he handed the portrait back, but if it aint him its his brother.

Where? repeated Dick impatiently.

Well, I dont know that I ought to interfere, said the man; it aint my business.

If a bob would began Dick.

It would, said the man, smiling as he pocketed it. He lives at Piggotts Bay, he said impressively.

And where might that be? inquired the seaman.

The man turned and pointed across a piece of untidy waste ground to a coastguards path which wound its way along the top of the cliffs.

Follow that path as straight as you can go, said he.

How far? said Dick.

Well, some people make a long journey of it, and some a short one, said the other oracularly. Shall we say six miles?

Dick said he would sooner say three.

An easy six, then, said the man smiling indulgently. Well, good-day to you.

Good-day, mate, said Dick, and plunging into the débris before him, started on his walk.

It was unfortunate for him in the sequel that Sam and the cook, who had started out for a quiet stroll, without any intention of looking for Captain Gething, or any nonsense of that kind, had witnessed the interview from a distance. By dint of hurrying they overtook the elderly man of sedate aspect, and by dint of cross-questioning, elicited the cause of Dicks sudden departure.

Which way is it? inquired Sam.

You follow him, said the man, indicating the figure in front as it slowly ascended the cliff, and youll be there as soon as he will.

The comfortable stroll was abandoned, and the couple, keeping at a respectful distance, followed their unconscious comrade. The day was hot, and the path, which sometimes ran along the top of the cliff and sometimes along the side of it, had apparently escaped the attention of the local County Council. No other person was in sight, and the only things that moved were a few sheep nibbling the short grass, which scampered off at their approach, and a gull or two poised overhead.

We want to get there afore e does, said Sam, treading gingerly along a difficult piece of path.

Hed see us if we ran along the beach, said the cook.

We cant run on shingle, said Sam; and it dont seem much good just gettin there to see im find the capn, does it?

We must wait for an hoppertunity, said the cook.

Sam grunted.

An when it comes, seize it at once, continued the cook, who disapproved of the grunt.

They kept on for some time steadily, though Sam complained bitterly about the heat as he mopped his streaming brow.

Hes going down on to the beach, said the cook suddenly. Make a spurt for it, Sam, and well pass him.

The stout seaman responded to the best of his ability, and arriving at the place where Dick had disappeared, flung himself down on the grass and lay there panting. He was startled by a cry of surprise from the cook.

Come on, Sam, he said eagerly; hes going in for a swim.

His friend moved to the edge of the cliff and looked over. A little heap of clothing lay just below him, and Dick was striding over the sands to the sea.

Come on, repeated the cook impatiently; weve got the start.

I should laugh if somebody was to steal his clothes, said Sam vindictively as he gazed at the garments.

Be all right for us if they did, said the cook; wed have plenty o time to look around this ere Piggotts Bay then. He glanced at Sam as he spoke, and read his horrible purpose in his eyes. No, no! he said hastily.

Not steal em, cookie, said Sam seductively, only bury em under the shingle. Ill toss you who does it.

For sixty seconds the cook struggled gamely with the tempter.

Its just a bit of a joke, cook, said Sam jovially. Dick ud be the first to laugh at it hisself if it was somebody elses clothes. He spun a penny in the air, and covering it deftly, held it out to the cook.

Heads! said the latter softly.

Tails! said Sam cheerfully; hurry up, cook.

The cook descended without a word, and hastily interring the clothes, not without an uneasy glance seaward, scrambled up the cliff again and rejoined his exultant accomplice. They set off in silence, keeping at some distance from the edge of the cliff.

Business is business, said the cook after a time, and he wouldnt join the syndikit.

He was greedy, and wanted it all, said Sam with severity.

Praps itll be a lesson to im, said the cook unctuously. I took the bearings of the place in case e dont find em. Some people wouldnt ha done that.

They kept on steadily for another hour, until at last they came quite suddenly upon a little fishing village situated on a tiny bay. Two or three small craft were anchored inside the stone pier, along which two or three small children, in all the restriction of Sunday clothes, were soberly pacing up and down.

This must be it, said Sam. Keep your eyes open, cook.

Whats the name o this place, mate? said Sam expectantly to an old salt who was passing.

Stone-pen Quay, said the old man.

Sams face fell. How far is it to Piggotts Bay, then? he inquired.

To where? said the old man, taking his pipe out of his mouth and staring hard.

Piggotts Bay, said Sam.

You dont tell me youre looking for Piggotts Bay, said the old man.

Why not? said Sam shortly.

Instead of replying the old man slapped his leg, and with his pipe cocked at one side of his mouth, laughed a thin senile laugh with the other.

When youve done laughin, said the cook with dignity.

But I aint, said the old man, removing his pipe and laughing with greater freedom. Theyre looking for Piggotts Bay, Joe, he said, turning to a couple of fishermen who had just come up.

What a lark! said Joe, beaming with pleasure. Come far? he inquired.

Cocklemouth, said Sam with a blank look. When youve done laughin, whats the joke?

Why, there aint no such place, said the man. Its just a saying in these parts, thats all.

Just a wot? said the bewildered Sam faintly.

Its just a saying like, said the other, exchanging glances with his friends.

I dont take you, said the cook. How can a place be a sayin?

Well, it come through a chap about here named Captain Piggott, said the fisherman, speaking slowly. He was a wonderful queer old chap, and he got out of his reckoning once, and made  ah, South Amerikey, warnt it, Dan?

I believe so, said the old man.

He thought hed found a new island, continued the fisherman, an he went ashore an hoisted the Union Jack, and named it arter hisself, Piggotts Bay. Leastways thats the tale his chaps gave out when they come ome. Now when anybodys a bit out o their reckoning we say theyre looking for Piggotts Bay. Its just a joke about here.

He began to laugh again, and Sam, noting with regret that he was a big fellow and strong, turned away and followed in the footsteps of the cook, who had already commenced the ascent of the cliff. They paused at the top and looked back; Stone-pen Quay was still laughing.

Moved by a common idea of their personal safety, they struck inland, preferring an additional mile or two to encountering Dick. Conversation was at a discount, and they plodded on sulkily along the dusty road, their lips parched and their legs aching.

They got back to the Seamew at seven oclock, and greeting Henry, who was in sole charge, with fair words and soothing compliments, persuaded him to make them some tea.

Wheres Dick? inquired Sam casually as he sat drinking it.

Aint seen im since dinner, said the boy. I thought he was with you praps.

Sam shook his head, and finishing his tea went on deck with the cook, and gave himself up to all the delights of a quiet sprawl. Fatigued with their exertions, neither of them moved until nine oclock, and then, with a farewell glance in the direction in which Dick might be expected to come, went below and turned in.

They left the lamp burning, to the great satisfaction of Henry, who was reading, and, as ten oclock struck somewhere in the town, exchanged anxious glances across the focsle concerning Dicks safety. Safe and warm in their bunks, it struck both of them that they had been perhaps a little bit selfish. Half an hour later Henry looked up suddenly as something soft leaped on to the deck above and came pattering towards the focsle. The next moment his surprise gave way to indignation, and he raised his voice in tones of expostulation which Mrs. Grundy herself would have envied.

Dick! he cried shrilly. Dick!

Shut up! said Dick fiercely as he flung himself panting on a locker. O my Lord, I have had a time!

Im surprised at you, said Henry severely, as he dragged some blankets from the bunks and threw them over the exhausted seaman. Wheres your modesty, Dick?

If you say another word Ill knock yer ugly little head off! said Dick wrathfully. If I hadnt been modest I should have come home by daylight. Oh, I have had a time! I have had a time!

Wheres your clothes? inquired Henry.

How the devil should I know? snapped the other. I left em on the beach while I went for a swim, and when I comeback theyd gone. Ive been sittin on that damned cold shingle since three oclock this arternoon, and not a soul come near me! Its the first time Ive been lookin for Capn Gething, and itll be the last.

Oh, youve been at it, ave yer! said Henry. I told you you chaps would get in a mess over that.

You know a damned sight too much for your age! growled Dick. Theres no call to say anything to Sam and the cook about it, mind.

Why not? said Henry.

Cos I say youre not to, said Dick ferociously. Thats why.

Praps they know, said Henry quietly. Seems to me Sams listenin in his sleep.

Dick got up, and going to their bunks inspected the sleep of both his comrades cautiously. Then with a repetition of his caution, strengthened by fearful penalties for disobedience, went to his own bunk and forgot his troubles in sleep. He kept his secret all next day, but his bewilderment when he awoke on Tuesday morning and found the clothes in an untidy brown paper parcel lying on the deck led to its divulgence. He told both Sam and the cook about it, and his opinion of both men went up when he found that they did not treat the matter in the light of a joke, as he had feared. Neither of them even smiled, neither did they extend much sympathy; they listened apathetically, and so soon as he had finished, went straight off to sleep where they sat  a performance which they repeated at every opportunity throughout the whole of the day.


CHAPTER VIII.

The Seamew lay at Cocklemouth another three days, in which time Dick, after a twelve-mile walk, learnt all there was to learn about Piggotts Bay. The second outrage was likely to have seriously injured his constitution, but the silver lining of the cloud caught his eye just as he was closing it in sleep, and the tension was removed.

Ive been thinkin, Sam, he said next morning, that Ive been rather selfish over that syndikit business. I ought to ave joined it.

You can please yourself, said Sam.

But its better late than never, said Dick, turning to the cook who had joined them. Im goin to put you in the way of findin Capn Gething.

The cook portrayed gratified surprise.

I know for certain that hes livin at a place called Piggotts Bay, a little place just up the coast here, continued Dick. If you two chaps like to walk out this evening and find him you can have two quid apiece and just give me one for myself.

Oh! said Sam, and stood thunderstruck at his hardihood.

But it wouldnt be fair to you, Dick, urged the cook. We wont take no advantage of you. The five pounds is yours.

I dont want it, said Dick earnestly. I want to punish myself for being greedy. If you two ll just go there and find him Ill take it as a favor.

Oh, well, well go then, said the cook with deceitful joy.

Dicks arts in the right place, cook, observed Sam. Wed better get away directly arter tea.

Id like to shake you by the and, Dick, said the cook warmly.

Me too, said Sam, taking it as the cook relinquished it. Youre a fair brick, Dick, an no error.

True blue, said the complimentary cook.

Well start directly arter tea, if youll get us the flag, Dick, said Sam.

Flag? said Dick flag?

Why, yes, the Union Jack, said Sam, looking at him in simple surprise. Its no use going to Piggotts Bay without a Union Jack? Didnt you know that, Dick? Arter goin there last night too!

He stood in an easy attitude waiting for an answer and gazed in clumsy surprise at Dick, as that arch-deceiver stamped his way down below in a fury. He even went so far as to pretend that Dick had gone down for the flag in question, and gingerly putting his head down the scuttle, said that a pair of bathing drawers would do if it was not forthcoming  a piece of pleasantry which he would willingly have withdrawn when the time came for him to meet Dick at dinner.

By the time they reached Northfleet again all interest in the search had practically ceased. For one thing it was an unpleasant thing for grown men to be exposed to the gibes of Henry, and for another, looking at it in the cold clear light of reason, they could but see that there was very little prospect of success. In the cabin pessimism was also to the front with the mate as its mouthpiece.

Its against all reason, he said, after arguing the matter a little. You cant expect to find him. Now take my advice, youre doing better with a safe trade between here and Brittlesea  stick to that.

I wont, said the other doggedly.

Its hard on em, said the mate the old men I mean  chevying em and hunting em about just because theyve got gray whiskers and are getting into years. Besides which, some of the crew ll get into a mess sooner or later.

Talk as much as you like you wont affect me, retorted the other, who was carrying on the conversation as he was down below washing.

There you go again, said the mate, making yourself look nice. What for? Another fellows girl. Turn it and twist it as much as you please, thats what it comes to.

When I want your advice, said the skipper, covering his confusion by a vigorous use of the towel, Ill ask for it.

He finished dressing in silence and went ashore, and after looking about him in a perfunctory fashion, strolled off in the direction of Gravesend. The one gleam of light in his present condition was the regular habits of schools, and as he went along he blessed the strong sense of punctuality which possessed the teaching body at four oclock.

To-day, however, his congratulations were somewhat premature, for long after the children had come and gone there was no sign of Annis Gething. He walked up and down the road wondering. Half-past four, five. He waited until six oclock  an object of much interest to sundry ladies who were eyeing him stealthily from their front parlor windows  and was just going at a quarter-past when he saw her coming towards him.

Back again, she said as she shook hands.

Just back, said he.

No news of my father, I suppose? said Annis. None, Im sorry to say, said the skipper. Youre late to-night, arent you?

Rather.

You look tired, said the skipper with tenderness.

Well, Im not, said Annis. I just stayed and had a cup of tea with Miss Grattan. Mother has gone out, so I didnt hurry.

Out now? inquired he.

Miss Gething nodded brightly, and having by this time reached the corner of a road, came to a stop.

Im not going in just yet, she said, glancing up the road towards her house. Im going for a walk.

I hope it will be a pleasant one, said Wilson, after a pause, devoted to wondering whether he might venture to offer to accompany her. Goodbye. He held out his hand.

Good-bye, said Annis; if you like to call in and wait to see mother she will be pleased to see you, Im sure.

Is there anybody to let me in? inquired Wilson.

Mr. Glover is there, I expect, said Annis, looking steadily across the road.

I  Ill call another time, said the perplexed Wilson, but I should have thought

Thought what? said she.

Nothin, said he. I  Are you going for a long walk?

Not very far, said she. Why?

I suppose you prefer going alone?

I dont mind it, said Annis Gothing; but you can come if you like.

They turned down the road together, and for some time walked on in silence.

What was that you were going to say just now? said Annis, when the silence threatened to become awkward.

When? said Wilson.

When I told you that Mr. Glover was at our house you said you should have thought She turned and regarded him with an expression in her eyes which he tried in vain to decipher.

Well, I should have thought, he said desperately, that you would have wanted to go there.

I dont understand you, said Annis coldly. I think you are rather rude.

I beg your pardon, said Wilson humbly; Im very sorry, very.

There was another long silence, during which they left the road and entered a footpath. It was very narrow, and Annis walked in front.

I would give anything to find your father, said Wilson earnestly.

Oh, I wish you could, I wish you could, said Annis, looking at him over her shoulder.

I suppose Mr. Glover is trying all he can? said Wilson.

I want my father! said Annis with sudden passion I want him badly, but I would sooner anybody than Mr. Glover found him!

But you are to be married when he is found, said the puzzled Wilson.

If Mr. Glover finds him, said Annis in a low voice.

Do you mean to say, said the skipper (in his excitement he caught her by the arm, and she did not release it) do you mean to say that you are not going to marry this Glover unless he finds your father?

Yes, said Annis, that is the arrangement. Mother fretted so, and I thought nothing mattered much if we could only find my father. So I promised.

And I suppose if anybody else finds him? faltered Wilson, as with a ruthless disregard of growing crops he walked beside her.

In that case, said Annis, looking at him pleasantly, I shant marry. Is that what you mean?

I didnt mean quite that, said Wilson. I was going to say

There! said Annis, stopping suddenly and pointing, isnt there a fine view of the river from here?

Splendid! said Wilson.

It is my favorite walk, said Annis.

Wilson made a mental note of it. Especially when Mr. Glover is at your house, he said foolishly.

Mr. Glover has been very kind, said Annis gravely. He has been very good to my mother, and he has gone to a great deal of trouble in his search for my father.

Well, I hope he doesnt find him, said Wilson. Annis turned and regarded him fixedly. That is very kind of you, she said with severity.

I want to find him myself, said Wilson, closely watching the river; and you know why.

I must get back, said Annis, without contesting the statement.

Wilson felt his courage oozing, and tried to hint at what he dared not say. I should like you to treat me the same as you do Mr. Glover, he said nervously.

Ill do that with pleasure, said Annis promptly. In spite of herself her lips quivered and her eyes danced.

Ive loved you ever since the first time I saw you! said Wilson with sudden vehemence.

Utterly unprepared for this direct attack, Miss Gething had no weapon to meet it. The tables were turned, and reddening with confusion, she looked away and made no reply.

Ive spent days walking up and down the road the school is in because you were there, continued Wilson. Ive wondered sometimes that the school children didnt notice it.

Miss Gething turned to him a cheek which was of the richest carmine, If its any pleasure to you to know it, they did, she said viciously. I taught one small infant the blessing of silence by keeping her in three afternoons.

I cant help it, said Wilson. Youll have to keep the whole school in before I get over my fondness for that road. What did she say?

Suppose we get back, said Annis coldly, and turning, walked silently beside him. Neither spoke until they reached the lane again, and then Wilson stopped and met her gaze full and fair. Miss Gething, after a brave trial, abandoned the contest and lowered her eyes.

Will you serve us both alike? said Wilson in a low voice.

No, said Annis. She looked up at him shyly and smiled. A light broke in upon him, and seizing her hand he drew her towards him.

No, said Annis, drawing back sharply; it wouldnt be right.

Afraid he had gone too far, Wilsons cowardice got the better hand again. What wouldnt? he asked, with an awkward attempt at innocence. A tiny but ominous sparkle in Miss Gethings eye showed her opinion of this unfairness.

I beg your pardon, he said humbly.

What for? asked Miss Gething innocently in her turn.

Soon tired of devious paths, in which he lost himself, Wilson tried a direct one again. For trying to kiss you and then pretending I didnt know what you meant when you refused, he said bluntly.

Captain Wilson! said Miss Gething breathlessly, I  I dont know what you mean.

Yes you do, said Wilson calmly.

The sparkle came in Miss Gethings eye again, then she bit her lip and turned her head away miserably realizing her inability to treat this transgressor with the severity that he deserved.

This is the first time you have ever said things of this sort to a girl, I should think, she said at last.

Yes, said Wilson simply.

You want practice, said Miss Gething scornfully.

Thats just what I do want, said Wilson eagerly.

He was moving towards her again, but she checked him with a look.

But not with a girl who is half engaged to another man, she said, regarding him with soft eyes; it isnt right.

Does he know how it is? inquired Wilson, referring, of course, to the absent Glover.

Miss Gething nodded.

I think its quite right and proper, then, said Wilson.

I dont, said Annis, holding out her hand. Ill say good-bye, she said steadily. I wont see you again until my father is found. If Mr. Glover finds him I wont see you at all. Good-bye.

The skipper took her hand, and marvelling at his pluck, drew her, resisting slightly, towards him again. Then he bent his head, and, with the assistance of Miss Gething, kissed the brim of her hat. Then she broke from him and ran lightly up the lane, pausing at the end to stop and wave her hand ere she disappeared. The skipper waved his in return, and glancing boldly at a horse which had witnessed all the proceedings from over the hedge, walked back to Northfleet to urge his dispirited crew to still further efforts.


CHAPTER IX.

To the skippers surprise and disapproval Annis kept her word. To be sure she could not prevent him meeting her in the road when the schooner was at Northfleet, his attitude when she tried to, being one of wilful and deliberate defiance. She met this disobedience adeptly by taking a pupil home with her, and when even this was not sufficient added to the number. The day on which she appeared in the road with four small damsels was the last day the skipper accompanied her. He could only walk in front or behind; the conversation was severely technical, and the expression on the small girls faces precocious in the extreme.

The search went on all the summer, the crew of the Seamew causing much comment at the various ports by walking about as though they had lost something. They all got to wear a bereaved appearance after a time, which, in the case of the cook  who had risked some capital in the affair  was gradually converted to one of resignation.

At the beginning of September they found themselves at Ironbridge, a small town on the East Coast, situated on the river Lebben. As usual, the skippers inquiries revealed nothing. Ironbridge was a small place, with absolutely nothing to conceal; but it was a fine day, and Henry, who disliked extremely the task of assisting to work out the cargo, obtained permission to go ashore to purchase a few small things for the cook and look round.

He strolled along blithely, casting a glance over his shoulders at the dusty cloud which hung over the Seamew as he went. It was virgin soil to him, and he thirsted for adventure.

The town contained but few objects of interest. Before the advent of railways it had been a thriving port with a considerable trade; now its streets were sleepy and its wharves deserted. Besides the Seamew the only other craft in the river was a tiny sloop, the cargo of which two men were unloading by means of a basket and pulley and a hand truck.

The quietude told upon Henry, who, after a modest half-pint, lit his pipe and sauntered along the narrow High Street with his hands in his pockets. A short walk brought him to the white hurdles of the desolate market-place. Here the town as a town ended and gave place to a few large houses standing in their own grounds.

Well, give me London, said Henry to himself as he paused at a high brick wall and looked at the fruit trees beyond. Why, the place seems dead!

He scrambled up on to the wall, and, perched on the top, whistled softly. The grown-up flavor of half-pints had not entirely eradicated a youthful partiality for apples. He was hidden from the house by the trees, and almost involuntarily he dropped down on the other side of the wall and began to fill his pockets with the fruit.

Things were so quiet that he became venturesome, and, imitating the stealthy movement of the Red Indian, whom he loved, so far as six or seven pounds of apples would allow him, made his way to a large summer-house and peeped in. It was empty, except for a table and a couple of rough benches, and after another careful look round, he entered, and seating himself on the bench, tried an apple.

He was roused to a sense of the danger of his position by footsteps on the path outside, which, coming nearer and nearer, were evidently aimed at the summer-house. With a silence and celerity of which any brave would have been proud, he got under the table.

There you are, you naughty little girl, said a womans voice. You will not come out until you know your rivers perfectly.

Somebody was pushed into the summer-house, the door slammed behind, and a key turned in the lock. The footsteps retreated again, and the embarrassed brave realized that he was in a cruelly false position, his very life, so to speak, depending on the strength a small girls scream.

I dont care! said a dogged voice. Bother your rivers! bother your rivers! bother your rivers!

The owner of the voice sat on the table and hummed fiercely. In the stress of mental anguish caused by his position, Henry made a miscalculation, and in turning bumped the table heavily with his head.

Ough! said the small girl breathlessly.

Dont be frightened, said Henry, popping up humbly; I wont hurt you.

Hoo! said the small girl in a flutter; a boy!

Henry rose and seated himself respectfully, coughing confusedly, as he saw the small girls gaze riveted on his pockets.

What have you got in your pockets? she asked.

Apples, said Henry softly. I bought em in the town.

The small girl extended her hand, and accepting a couple, inspected them carefully.

Youre a bad, wicked boy! she said seriously as she bit into one. Youll get it when Miss Dimchurch comes!

Whos Miss Dimchurch? inquired Henry with pardonable curiosity.

Schoolmistress, said the small girl.

Is this a school? said Henry.

The small girl, her mouth full of apple, nodded.

Any men here? inquired Henry with an assumed carelessness.

The small girl shook her head.

Youre the only boy Ive ever seen here, she said gleefully. Youll get it when Miss Dimchurch comes!

His mind relieved of a great fear, Henry leaned back and smiled confidently.

Im not afraid of the old girl, he said quietly, as he pulled out his pipe and filled it.

The small girls eyes glistened with admiration.

I wish I was a boy, she said plaintively, then I shouldnt mind her. Are you a sailor-boy?

Sailor, corrected Henry; yes.

I like sailors, said the small girl amicably. You may have a bite of my apple if you like.

Never mind, thanks, said Henry hastily; Ive got a clean one here.

The small girl drew herself up and eyed him haughtily, but finding that he was not looking at her resumed her apple.

Whats your name? she asked.

Enery Hatkins, replied the youth, as he remembered sundry cautions about the letter h he had received at school. Whats yours?

Gertrude Ursula Florence Harcourt, said the small girl, sitting up straighter to say it. I dont like the name of Atkins.

Dont you? said Henry, trying not to show resentment. I dont like Gertrude, or Ursula, or Florence, and Harcourts the worst of all.

Miss Harcourt drew off three or four inches and drummed with the tips of her fingers on the table. I dont care what you like, she said humming.

I like Gerty, said Henry with the air of a connoisseur, as he looked at the small flushed face. I think Gertys very pretty.

Thats what they always call me, said Miss Harcourt carelessly. Does your ship go right out to sea?

Yes, said the boy. They had been blown out to sea once, and he salved his conscience with that.

And how many times, said Gertrude Ursula Florence Harcourt, getting nearer to him again, have you had fights with pirates?

She left absolutely no loophole. If she had asked him whether he had ever fought pirates he would have said No, though that would have been hard with her little excitable face turned towards his and the dark blue eyes dancing with interest.

I forget whether it was six or seven, said Henry Atkins. I think it was only six.

Tell us all about them, said Miss Harcourt, shifting with excitement.

Henry took a bite of his apple and started, thankful that a taste for reading of a thrilling description had furnished him with material. He fought ships in a way which even admirals had never thought of, and certainly not the pirates, who were invariably discomfited by the ingenious means by which he enabled virtue to triumph over sin. Miss Harcourt held her breath with pleasurable terror, and tightened or relaxed the grip of her small and not too clean fingers on his arm as the narrative proceeded.

But you never killed a man yourself, said she, when he had finished. There was an inflection, just a slight inflection, of voice, which Henry thought undeserved after the trouble he had taken.

I cant exactly say, he replied shortly. You see in the heat  he got it right that time in the heat of an engagement you cant be sure.

Of course you cant, said Miss Harcourt, repenting of her unreasonableness. You are brave! Henry blushed.

Are you an officer? inquired Miss Harcourt.

Not quite, said Henry, wishing somehow that he was.

If you make haste and become an officer Ill marry you when I grow up, said Miss Harcourt, smiling on him kindly. That is if you like, of course.

I should like it very much, said Henry wistfully, I didnt mean it when I said I didnt like your names just now.

You shouldnt have told stories, then, said Miss Harcourt severely, but not unkindly; I cant bear storytellers.

The conscience-stricken Henry groaned inwardly, but, reflecting there was plenty of time to confess before the marriage, brightened up again. The Rivers of Europe had fallen beneath the table, and were entirely forgotten until the sounds of many feet and many voices in the garden recalled them to a sense of their position.

Play-time, said the small girl, picking up her book and skipping to the farthest seat possible from Henry. Thames, Seine, Danube, Rhine.

A strong, firm step stopped outside the door, and a key turned in the lock. The door was thrown open, and Miss Dimchurch peeping in, drew back with a cry of surprise. Behind her some thirty small girls, who saw her surprise, but not the reason for it, waited eagerly for light.

Miss Harcourt! said the principal in an awful voice.

Yes, maam, said Miss Harcourt looking up, with her finger in the book to keep the place.

How dare you stay in here with this person? demanded the principal.

It wasnt my fault, said Miss Harcourt, working up a whimper. You locked me in. He was here when I came.

Why didnt you call after me? demanded Miss Dimchurch.

I didnt know he was here; he was under the table, said Miss Harcourt.

Miss Dimchurch turned and bestowed a terrible glance upon Henry, who, with his forgotten pipe in his hand, looked uneasily up to see whether he could push past her. Miss Harcourt, holding her breath, gazed at the destroyer of pirates, and waited confidently for something extraordinary to happen.

Hes been stealing my apples! said Miss Dimchurch tragically. Wheres the gymnasium mistress?

The gymnasium mistress, a tall pretty girl, was just behind her.

Remove that horrid boy, Miss OBrien, said the principal.

Dont worry, said Henry, trying to speak calmly; Ill go. Stand away here. I dont want to be hard on wimmin.

Take him out, commanded the mistress.

Miss OBrien, pleased at this opportunity of displaying her powers, entered, and squaring her shoulders, stood over the intruder in much the same way that Henry had seen barmen stand over Sam.

Look here, now, he said, turning pale; you drop it. I dont want to hurt you.

He placed his pipe in his pocket, and rose to his feet as the gymnasium mistress caught him in her strong slender arms and raised him from the ground. Her grip was like steel, and a babel of admiring young voices broke upon his horrified ears as his captor marched easily with him down the garden, their progress marked by apples, which rolled out of his pockets and bounded along the ground.

I shall kick you, whispered Henry fiercely  ignoring the fact that both legs were jammed together  as he caught sight of the pale, bewildered little face of Gertrude U. F. Harcourt.

Kick away, said Miss OBrien sweetly, and using him as a dumb-bell, threw in a gratuitous gymnastic display for the edification of her pupils.

If you come here again, you naughty little boy, said Miss Dimchurch, who was heading the procession behind, I shall give you to a policeman. Open the gate, girls!

The gate was open, and Henry, half dead with shame, was thrust into the road in full view of the cook, who had been sent out in search of him.

Wot, Enery? said the cook in unbelieving accents as he staggered back, aghast at the spectacle wotever ave you been a-doin of?

Hes been stealing my apples! said Miss Dimchurch sternly. If I catch him here again I shall cane him!

Quite right, maam! I hope he hasnt hurt anybody, said the cook, unable to realize fully the discomfiture of the youth.

Miss Dimchurch slammed the gate and left the couple standing in the road. The cook turned and led the way down to the town again, accompanied by the crestfallen Henry.

Ave a apple, cook? said the latter, proffering one; I saved a beauty a-purpose for you.

No, thanks, said the cook.

It wont bite you, said Henry shortly.

No, and I wont bite it either, replied the cook.

They continued their way in silence, until at the market-place Henry paused in front of the Farmers Arms.

Come in and ave a pint, old chap, he said cordially.

No, thankee, said the cook again. Its no use, Enery, you dont git over me in that way.

Wot dye mean? blustered the youth.

You know, said the other darkly.

No, I dont, said Henry.

Well, I wouldnt miss tellin the other chaps, no, not for six pints, said the cook cheerfully. Youre a deep un, Enery, but so am I.

Glad you told me, said the out-generalled youth Nobodyd think so to look at your silly, fat face.

The cook smiled indulgently, and, going aboard, left his youthful charge to give the best explanation he could of his absence to the skipper  an explanation which was marred for him by the childish behavior of the cook at the other end of the ship, who taking the part of Miss OBrien for himself, gave that of Henry to a cork fender, which, when it became obstreperous  as it frequently did on the slightest provocation  he slapped vigorously, giving sundry falsetto howls, which he fondly imagined were in good imitation of Henry. After three encores the skipper stepped forward for enlightenment, returning to the mate with a grin so aggravating that the sensitive Henry was near to receiving a thrashing for insubordination of the most impertinent nature.


CHAPTER X.

From Ironbridge, two days later, they sailed with a general cargo for Stourwich, the Seamew picking her way carefully down the river by moonlight, followed at an ever-increasing distance by a cork fender of abandoned aspect.

A great change had come over Henry, and an attitude of proud reserve had taken the place of the careless banter with which he usually regaled the crew. He married Miss OBrien in imagination to a strong man of villainous temper and despotic ideas, while the explanations he made to Miss Harcourt were too ingenious and involved to be confined in the space of a single chapter. To these daydreams, idle though he knew they were, he turned as a welcome relief from the coarse vulgarity of the crew.

Sympathy had widened his ideas, and he now felt a tender but mournful interest in the skippers affairs. He read aloud to himself at every opportunity, and aspirated his hs until he made his throat ache. His aspirations also extended to his conversation, until at last the mate told him plainly that if he blew in his face again hed get his ears boxed.

They passed the breakwater and dropped anchor in the harbor of Stourwich just as the rising sun was glowing red on the steeple of the town church. The narrow, fishy little streets leading from the quay were deserted, except for one lane, down which sleepy passengers were coming in twos and threes to catch the boat, which was chafing and grinding against the timbers of the jetty and pouring from its twin-funnels dense volumes of smoke to take the sting out of the morning air.

Little by little as the Seamew who was not quite certain as to her berth, rode at anchor, the town came to life again. Men of marine appearance, in baggy trousers and tight jerseys, came slowly on to the quay and stared meditatively at the water or shouted vehemently at other men, who had got into small boats to bale them out with rusty cans. From some of these loungers, after much shouting and contradictory information, the Seamew, discovered her destination and was soon fast alongside.

The cargo  a very small one  was out by three oclock that afternoon, and the crew, having replaced the hatches and cleaned up, went ashore together, after extending an invitation to Henry  which was coldly declined  to go with them.

The skipper was already ashore, and the boy, after enduring for some time the witticisms of the mate, on the subject of apples, went too.

For some time he wandered aimlessly about the town, with his hands in his pockets. The season was drawing to an end, but a few holiday-makers were lounging about on the parade, or venturing carefully along the dreary breakwater to get the full benefit of the sea air. Idly watching these and other objects of interest on the sea-shore, the boy drifted on until he found himself at the adjoining watering-place of Overcourt.

The parade ended in two flights of steps, one of which led to the sands and the other to the road and the cliffs above. For people who cared for neither, thoughtful local authorities had placed a long seat, and on this Henry placed himself and sat for some time, regarding with the lenity of age the erratic sports of the children below. He had sat there for some time when he became idly interested in the movements of an old man walking along the sands to the steps. Arrived at the foot he disappeared from sight, then a huge hand gripped the handrail, and a peaked cloth cap was revealed to the suddenly interested Henry, for the face of the old man was the face of the well-thumbed photograph in the focsle.

Unconscious of the wild excitement in the breast of the small boy on the seat, the old man paused to take breath for the next flight.

Have you  got such a thing as a  as a match  about you? said Henry, trying to speak calmly, but failing.

Youre over-young to smoke, said the old man, turning round and regarding him.

At any other time, with any other person, Henrys retort to this would have been rude, but the momentous events which depended on his civility restrained him.

I find it soothing, he said with much gravity, if I get overworked or worried.

The old man regarded him with unfeigned astonishment, a grim smile lurking at the corners of his well-hidden mouth.

If you were my boy, he said shortly, as he put his forefinger and thumb into his waistcoat pocket and extracted a time-stained lucifer, do you know what Id do to you?

Stop me smoking? hazarded Henry cheerfully.

I would that, said the other, turning to go.

How old were you when you started smoking? asked the boy.

About your age, I expect, said the old man slowly; but I was a much bigger chap than you are. A stunted little chap like you ought not to smoke.

Henry smiled wanly, and began to think that the five pounds would be well earned.

Will you have a pipe? he said, proffering a gaudy pouch.

Confound you! said the old man, flashing into sudden weak anger. When I want your tobacco Ill ask you for it.

No offence, said the boy hastily, no offence. Its some I bought cheap, and our chaps said Id been ad. I only wanted to see what you thought of it.

The old man hesitated a moment, and then taking the seat beside him, accepted the proffered pouch and smelt the contents critically. Then he drew a small black clay from his pocket and slowly filled it.

Smokes all right, he said after a few puffs. He leaned back, and half closing his eyes, smoked with the enjoyment of an old smoker to whom a pipe is a somewhat rare luxury, while Henry regarded his shabby clothes and much-patched boots with great interest.

Stranger here? inquired the old man amiably.

Schooner Seamew down in the harbor, said Henry, indicating the distant town of Stourwich with a wave of his hand.

Ay, ay, said the old man, and smoked in silence.

Got to stay here for a few days, said Henry, watching him out of the tail of his eye; then back.

London? suggested the other.

Northfleet, said Henry carelessly, thats where we came from.

The old mans face twitched ever so slightly, and he blew out a cloud of smoke.

Do you live there? he inquired.

Wapping, said Henry; but I know Northfleet very well  Gravesend too. Ever been there?

Never, said the old man emphatically; never.

Rather a nice place, I think, said Henry; I like it better than Wapping. Weve sailed from there a year now. Our skipper is fond of it too. Hes rather sweet on a girl whos teacher in a school there.

What school? asked the old man.

The boy gave a slight laugh. Well, its no good telling you if you dont know the place, he said easily; its a girls school.

I used to know a man that lived there, said the other, speaking slowly and carefully. Whats her name?

I forget, said the boy, yawning.

Conversation flagged, and the two sat idly watching the last of the children as they toiled slowly towards home from the sands. The sun had set and the air was getting chilly.

Ill be getting home, said the old man. Goodnight, my lad.

Good-night to you, said the well-mannered Henry.

He watched the old mans still strong figure as it passed slowly up the steps, and allowing him to get some little distance start, cautiously followed. He followed him up the steps and along the cliff, the figure in front never halting until it reached a small court at the back of a livery stable; then, heedless of the small shadow, now very close behind, it pushed open the door of a dirty little house and entered. The shadow crept up and paused irresolute, and then, after a careful survey of the place, stole silently and swiftly away.

The shadow, choosing the road because it was quicker, now danced back to Stourwich, and jumping lightly on to the schooner, came behind the cook and thumped him heavily on the back. Before the cook could seize him he had passed on to Sam, and embracing as much of that gentlemans waist as possible, vainly besought him to dance.

Es off is ead, said Sam, shaking himself free and regarding him unfavorably. Whats wrong, kiddy?

Nothing, said Henry jubilantly; everythings right.

More happles? said the cook with a nasty sneer.

No, it aint apples, said Henry hotly; you never get more than one idea at a time into that ead of yours. Wheres the skipper? Ive got something important to tell im  something thatll make im dance.

Wot is it? said the cook and Sam together turning pale.

Now dont get excited, said Henry, holding up his hand warningly; its bad for you, Sam, because youre too fat, and its bad for cookie because is eads weak. Youll know all in good time.

He walked aft, leaving them to confer uneasily as to the cause of his jubilant condition, and hastily descending the companion ladder, burst noisily into the cabin and surveyed the skipper and mate with a smile, which he intended should be full of information. Both looked up in surprise, and the skipper, who was in a very bad temper, half rose from his seat.

Whereve you been, you young rascal? he asked, eyeing him sternly.

Looking around, said Henry, still smiling as he thought of the change in the skippers manner when he should disclose his information.

This is the second time youve taken yourself off, roared the other angrily. Ive half a mind to give you the soundest thrashing you ever had in your life.

All right, said Henry, somewhat taken aback. When

Dont answer me, you idle young rascal! said the skipper sternly; get to bed.

I want to   began Henry, chilled by this order.

Get to bed, repeated the skipper, rising.

Bed? said Henry, as his face hardened; bed at seven oclock?

Ill punish you somehow, said the skipper, looking from him to the cook who had just descended. Cook!

Yes, sir, said the cook briskly.

Put that boy to bed, said the other, and see he goes now.

A right, sir, said the grinning cook. Come along, Enery.

With a pale face and a haughty mien, which under other circumstances might have been extremely impressive, Henry, after an entreating glance at the skipper, followed him up the steps.

Es got to go to bed, said the cook to Sam and Dick, who were standing together. Es been naughty.

Who said so? asked Sam eagerly.

Skipper, replied the cook. E told me we wos to put him to bed ourselves.

You neednt trouble, said Henry stiffly; Ill go all right.

Its no trouble, said Sam oilily.

Its a pleasure, said Dick truthfully.

Arrived at the scuttle, Henry halted, and with an assumption of ease he was far from feeling, yawned, and looked round at the night.

Go to bed, said Sam reprovingly, and seizing him in his stout arms passed him below to the cook, feet first, as the cook discovered to his cost.

E ought to be bathed first, said Sam, assuming the direction of affairs; and its Monday night, and e ought to have a clean nightgown on.

Is is little bed made? inquired the cook anxiously.

Is little beds just proper, said Dick, patting it.

We wont bathe him to-night, said Sam, as he tied a towel apron-wise round his waist; it ud be too long a job. Now, Enery, come on to my lap.

Aided by willing arms, he took the youth on to his knee, and despite his frantic struggles, began to prepare him for his slumbers. At the pressing request of the cook he removed the victims boots first, and, as Dick said, it was surprising what a difference it made. Then having washed the boys face with soap and flannel, he lifted him into his berth, grinning respectfully up at the face of the mate as it peered down from the scuttle with keen enjoyment of the scene.

Is the boy asleep? he inquired aggravatingly, as Henrys arms and legs shot out of the berth in mad attempts to reach his tormentors.

Sleeping like a little hangel, sir! said Sam respectfully. Would you like to come down and see hes all right, sir?

Bless him! said the grinning mate.

He went off, and Henry, making the best of a bad job, closed his eyes and refused to be drawn into replying to the jests of the men. Ever since he had been on the schooner he had been free from punishment of all kinds by the strict order of the skipper  a situation of which he had taken the fullest advantage. Now his power was shaken, and he lay grinding his teeth as he thought of the indignity to which he had been subjected.


CHAPTER XI.

He resolved that he would keep his discovery to himself. It was an expensive luxury, but he determined to indulge in it, and months or years later perhaps he would allow the skipper to learn what he had lost by his overbearing brutality. Somewhat soothed by this idea, he fell asleep.

His determination, which was strong when he arose, weakened somewhat as the morning wore on. The skipper, who had thought no more of the matter after giving his hasty instructions to the cook, was in a soft and amiable mood, and, as Henry said to himself fifty times in the course of the morning, five pounds was five pounds. By the time ten oclock came he could hold out no longer, and with a full sense of the favor he was about to confer, he approached the unconscious skipper.

Before he could speak he was startled by a commotion on the quay, and looking up, saw the cook, who had gone ashore for vegetables, coming full tilt towards the ship. He appeared to be laboring under strong excitement, and bumped passers-by and dropped cabbages with equal unconcern.

What on earths the matter with the cook, said the skipper, as the men suspended work to gaze on the approaching figure. Whats wrong? he demanded sharply, as the cook, giving a tremendous leap on board, rushed up and spluttered in his ear.

What? he repeated.

The cook, with his hand on his distressed chest, gasped for breath.

Captain Gething! panted the cook at last, recovering his breath with an effort. Round the  corner.

Almost as excited as the cook, the skipper sprang ashore and hurried along the quay with him, violently shaking off certain respectable citizens who sought to detain the cook, and ask him what he meant by it.

I expect youve made a mistake, said the skipper, as they rapidly reached the small street. Dont run  we shall have a crowd.

If it wasnt im it was his twin brother, said the cook. Ah, there he is! Thats the man!

He pointed to Henrys acquaintance of the previous day, who, with his hands in his pockets, was walking listlessly along on the other side of the road.

You get back, said the skipper hurriedly. Youd better run a little, then these staring idiots ll follow you.

The cook complied, and the curious, seeing that he appeared to be the more irrational of the two, and far more likely to get into mischief, set off in pursuit. The skipper crossed the road, and began gently to overtake his quarry.

He passed him, and looking back, regarded him unobserved. The likeness was unmistakable, and for a few seconds he kept on his way in doubt how to proceed. Then he stopped, and turning round, waited till the old man should come up to him.

Good-morning, he said pleasantly.

Morning, said the old man, half stopping.

Im in a bit of a difficulty, said the skipper laughing. Ive got a message to deliver to a man in this place and I cant find him. I wonder whether you could help me.

Whats his name? asked the other.

Captain Gething, said the skipper.

The old man started, and his face changed to an unwholesome white. I never heard of him, he muttered, thickly, trying to pass on.

Nobody else seems to have heard of him either, said the skipper, turning with him; thats the difficulty.

He waited for a reply, but none came. The old man, with set face, walked on rapidly.

Hes supposed to be in hiding, continued the skipper. If you should ever run across him you might tell him that his wife and daughter Annis have been wanting news of him for five years, and that hes making all this trouble and fuss about a man who is as well and hearty as I am. Good-morning.

The old man stopped abruptly, and taking his outstretched hand, drew a deep breath.

Tell him  the  man  is alive? he said in a trembling voice.

Just that, said the skipper gently, and seeing the working of the others face, looked away. For a little while they both stood silent, then the skipper spoke again.

If I take you back, he said, I am to marry your daughter Annis. He put his hand on the old mans, and without a word the old man turned and went with him.

They walked back slowly towards the harbor, the young man talking, the old man listening. Outside the post office the skipper came to a sudden stop.

How would it be to send a wire? he asked.

I think, said the old man eagerly, as he followed him in, it would be the very thing.

He stood watching attentively as the skipper tore up form after form, meditatively sucking the chained lead pencil with a view to inspiration between whiles. Captain Gething, as an illiterate, had every sympathy with one involved in the throes of writing, and for some time watched his efforts in respectful silence. After the fifth form had rolled a little crumpled ball on to the floor, however, he interposed.

I cant think how to put it, said the skipper apologetically. I dont want to be too sudden, you know.

Just so, said the other, and stood watching him until, with a smile of triumph twitching the corners of his mouth, the skipper bent down and hastily scrawled off a message.

Youve done it? he said with relief.

How does this strike you? asked the skipper reading. Your father sends love to you both.

Beautiful, murmured Captain Gething.

Not too sudden, said the skipper; it doesnt say Ive found you, or anything of that sort; only hints at it. Im proud of it.

You ought to be, said Captain Gething, who was in the mood to be pleased with anything. Lord, how pleased theyll be, poor dears! Im ashamed to face em.

Stuff! said the skipper, who was in high spirits, as he clapped him on the back. What you want is a good stiff drink.

He led him into a neighboring bar, and a little later the crew of the schooner, who had been casting anxious and curious glances up the quay, saw the couple approaching them. Both captains were smoking big cigars in honor of the occasion, and Captain Gething, before going on board, halted, and in warm terms noticed the appearance of the Seamew.

The crew, pausing in their labors, looked on expectantly as they reached the deck. On the cooks face was a benevolent and proprietary smile, while Henry concealed his anguish of soul under an appearance of stoic calm.

This is the man, said the skipper, putting his hand on the cooks shoulder, this is the man that found you, capn. Smartest and best chap I ever had sail with me!

Flushed with these praises, but feeling that he fully deserved them, the cook took the hand which Captain Gething, after a short struggle with the traditions of ship masters, extended, and shook it vigorously. Having once started, he shook hands all round, winding up with the reluctant Henry.

Why, Ive seen this boy before, he said, starting. Had a chat with him yesterday. Thats what brought me down here to-day, to see whether I couldnt find him again.

Well Im hanged! said the astonished skipper. Hes as sharp as needles as a rule. What were you doing with your eyes, Henry?

In an agony of mortification and rage, as he saw the joy depicted on the faces of the crew, the boy let the question pass. The cook, at the skippers invitation, followed him below, his reappearance being the signal for anxious inquiries on the part of his friends. He answered them by slapping his pocket, and then thrusting his hand in produced five gold pieces. At first it was all congratulations, then Sam, after a short, hard, cough, struck a jarring note.

Dont you wish now as youd joined the syndikit, Dick? he asked boldly.

Wot? said the cook, hastily replacing the coins.

I arst im whether he was sorry e adnt joined us, said Sam, trying to speak calmly.

The cook threw out his hand and looked round appealingly to the landscape to bear witness to this appalling attempt at brigandage.

You neednt look like that, said Sam. Two pun tens wot I want of you, an Ill take it afore you lose it.

Then the cook found words, and with Dick and Henry for audience made an impassioned speech in defence of vested interests and the sacred rights of property. Never in his life had he been so fluent or so inventive, and when he wound up a noble passage on the rights of the individual, in which he alluded to Sam as a fat sharper, he felt that his case was won.

Two pun ten, said Sam, glowering at him.

The cook, moistening his lips with his tongue, resumed his discourse.

Two pun ten, said Sam again; an I dont know what youre goin to do with your half, but Im goin to give ten bob to Dick.

Why dont you give the man his money? said Dick warmly.

Becos the syndikit ad all fell through, said the cook. The syndikit was only a syndikit when we was both looking for im together. If the syndikit

Thats enough about em, said Dick impatiently; give the man is money. Everybody knows you was goin shares. Im ashamed of you, cook, I wouldnt have thought it of you.

It ended in simple division, Dick taking what was over on Sams side and more than hinting that he was ready to do the cook a similar service. The cook turned a deaf ear, however, and declining in emphatic language to step ashore and take something, went and sulked in the galley.

At dinner-time a telegram came from Annis, and the next morning brought a letter from her which the skipper read aloud to the proud father. He read it somewhat jerkily, omitting sentences and halves of sentences which he thought might not interest the old man, or perhaps, what was more likely, would interest him a great deal. After that they were all busy taking in the cargo, Captain Gething, in shirt and trousers, insisting upon lending a hand.

The cargo was all in by five oclock and the hatches down. Below in the cabin the two captains and the mate sat over a substantial tea.

Get away about three, I spose? said the mate.

The skipper nodded.

Get away about three, he repeated, and then for Northfleet. Ill have all the hands to the wedding, and you shall be best man, Jim.

And Henry ll be a little page in white satin knickers holding up the brides train, said the mate, spluttering at the picture he had conjured up.

They all laughed  all except Henry, who, having come down with some hot water from the galley, surveyed the ribald scene with a scarcely concealed sneer.

Half an hour later the skipper and mate went ashore to transact a little business, leaving the old man smoking peacefully in the cabin. The crew, having adjusted their differences, had already gone ashore to treat each other to beer, leaving Henry in sole charge.

Youll stay by the ship, boy, said the skipper, looking down on him from the quay.

Ay, ay, sir, said Henry sulkily.

The two men walked along the quay and into the High Street, the skipper shrugging his shoulders good-naturedly as he caught, through a half-open door, a glimpse of his crew settling down to business. It was an example that in the circumstances seemed to be worth following, and at the next public-house the mate, sacrificing his inclinations to the occasion, drank port wine instead of his favorite whisky. For the same reason he put his pipe back in his pocket and accepted a cigar, and then followed his superior into the street.

Wheres a likely tailors? asked the skipper, looking round.

What for? asked the mate.

Im going to get some things for Capn Gething, said the other. Hes hardly the figure to meet his family as he is.

Why didnt you bring him with us? asked the mate. How about a fit?

He wouldnt hear of it, said the skipper, pausing in deep contemplation of three wax boys in a tailors window. Hes an independent sort of man; but if I buy the clothes and take em aboard he can hardly refuse to wear em.

He led the way into the shop and asked to see some serge suits. At the mates instigation he asked to see some more. At the mates further instigation he asked whether that was all they had got, and being told that it was, looked at them all over again. It is ever a difficult thing to fit an absent man, but he and the mate tried on every jacket in the hope of finding a golden mean, until the mate, dropping his lighted cigar in the coat-sleeve of one, and not finding it as soon as the tailor could have desired, the latter lost all patience and insisted upon their taking that one.

Its all right, said the mate, as they left the shop with the parcel; its only the lining. Id fixed my mind on that one, too, from the first.

Well, why didnt you say so, then? said the skipper.

Got it cheaper, said the mate, with a wink. Id bet you, if it could only be known, if wed been suited at first hed ha wanted ten bob more for it.

It was quite dark by now, and after buying a cap and one or two other small articles, the mate led the way into a tavern for another drink.

Theres no hurry, he said, putting his share of bundles on the table with some relief. Whats your poison this time, capn?


CHAPTER XII.

In less rapid times, before the invention of the electric telegraph and other scientific luxuries, Captain Gething would have remained quietly on board the Seamew, and been delivered to his expectant family without any further trouble. As it was, the message in which Captain Wilson took such pride, reached Mrs. Gething just as Mr. Glover  who had been sitting in her parlor all the afternoon, listening as patiently as he could to her somewhat uninteresting conversation  was on the point of departure. The effect on him was hardly less marked than on his hostess, and he went on his way to the railway station in a condition in which rage and jealousy strove for the mastery. All the way to town he pondered over ways and means to wrest from his rival the prize which he had won, and by the time the train had reached Fenchurch Street he had hatched as pleasant a little plot as ever occurred to a man, most of whose existence had been spent amid the blameless surroundings of ladies hosiery. Half an hour later he was sitting in the dingy furnished apartments of a friend of his who lived in a small house off the Walworth Road.

I want you to do me a favor, Tillotson, he said to the unkempt-looking tenant.

I shall be delighted, said Mr. Tillotson, sticking his hands in his pockets, and warming himself comfortably at a fire-stove ornament trimmed with red paper roses if I can, you know.

It is a great favor, said Glover.

Mr. Tillotson, looking very despondent, said, of course, that would please him more.

I wouldnt ask anybody but you to do it, said the wily Glover. If it comes off all right I will get you that berth you asked me for at Leatham and Roberts.

Its coming off, then, said Mr. Tillotson, brightening visibly. If you will wait a minute  if the girl is in I will ask her if she will go and get us something to drink.

I had better begin at the beginning, said Mr. Glover, as, all the ifs having been triumphantly surmounted, he helped himself from a small flat bottle of whiskey; it wont take long.

He lit his pipe, and, plunging into his story, finished it without interruption.

You are a deep one, Glover, said his admiring friend when he had finished. I thought you had been very smart lately  not but what you were always a dressy man, he added thoughtfully.

I believe in keeping my own things to myself, said Glover.

And this bargee has got the old un, said Tillotson, using the terms Glover had employed in his narrative. I dont see what is to be done, Glover.

I want to get him away, said the other. If I cant find him, nobody else shall, and I want you to help me.

Go down to Stourwich, tie him up in a sack, and drown him, I suppose, said Tillotson, trying to live up to a reputation several lady friends had bestowed upon him of being sarcastic.

Can you get away to-morrow? demanded Glover impatiently.

I am as free as the birds of the air, responded Tillotson gloomily; the only difference is, nobody puts out crumbs for me.

I can reckon on you, then, said Glover. I thought I could. We have known each other a long time, Tillotson. There is nothing like an old friend when one is in trouble.

Mr. Tillotson assented modestly. You wont forget about Leatham and Roberts? he said.

Of course not, said Glover. You see, it wont do to be seen in this thing myself. What I want you to do is to come down with me to Stourwich and bring the old man to London; then I can find him at my own time, in the street or anywhere, quite haphazard like.

I dont quite see how it is to be done, said Tillotson.

Meet me to-morrow morning at Waterloo, at ten minutes past eight, said Glover, finishing his glass and rising; and we will have a try, at any rate.

He shook hands with his friend, and following him down the uncarpeted stairs, said a few words at the door in favor of early rising, and departed to his place of business to make his own arrangements about the morrow.

He was at the station and in the train first in the morning, Mr. Tillotson turning up with that extreme punctuality which enables a man to catch his train before it has got up full speed.

I was half afraid at one time that I shouldnt have done it, said Mr. Tillotson, in self-congratulation, as he fell on to the seat. Smoker, too! Couldnt have done better if I had been here at seven oclock.

His friend grunted, and, there being nobody else in the carriage, began at once to discuss the practical part of the business.

If he could only read we might send a letter aboard to him, said Mr. Tillotson, pushing his hat back. The idea of a man his age not being able to!

Hes one of the old school, said Glover.

Funny sort of school, said Tillotson flippantly. Well, we must take our chance of him going for a walk, I suppose.

They reached Stourwich soon after midday, and Glover, keeping a wary look out for Wilson, proceeded slowly to the quay with his friend, leaving the latter to walk down and discover the schooner while he went and hired a first-floor room at the Royal Porpoise, a little bow-windowed tavern facing the harbor.

Thats the one, said Mr. Tillotson, as he joined his friend upstairs and led him to the window; that little craft there. See that old chap working with the rest?

Mr. Glover, who was focussing a pair of cheap field-glasses on to the schooner, gave a little exclamation of surprise.

Thats him, sure enough, he said, putting down the glasses. Now what are we to do?

At Tillotsons suggestion they had some dinner, and Glover fumed the afternoon away, while his friend hung about the quay. After tea his impatience got the better of his caution, and, pulling his hat over his eyes, he went on the quay too. Fifty yards beyond the Seamew he found a post, and leaning against it with his friend, anxiously watched the deck of the schooner.

Theres three of em going ashore, said Tillotson suddenly. Look!

They watched breathlessly as the crew walked slowly off, and, dusk coming on, approached a little closer.

Theres that fellow Wilson, said Glover, in a whisper. Dont look!

Well, whats the use of telling me? said Tillotson reasonably.

Hes going ashore with another chap, continued Glover excitedly the mate, I expect. Nows your chance. Get him away, and Ill stand you something handsome  upon my soul I will!

What do you call something handsome? inquired Tillotson, whose pulse was not so feverish as his friends.

Get him safe to London and Ill stand a fiver, said Glover. Now go. Ill stay here.

Mr. Tillotson, having got matters on a business footing, went, and, carelessly twisting his small moustache, slowly approached the schooner, on the deck of which was a small boy.

Is Captain Gething aboard, old man? inquired Mr. Tillotson, in a friendly voice.

Down the cabin, I blieve, said Henry, jerking his thumb.

I should like to see him, said Mr. Tillotson.

Ive got no objection, said Henry.

Charmed with his success, Mr. Tillotson stepped aboard and looked carelessly round.

Hes an old friend of mine, he said confidentially. Whats that youre smoking?

Shag, was the reply.

Try a cigar, said Mr. Tillotson, producing three in an envelope. Youll find them rather good.

The gratified Henry took one, and, first crackling it against his ear, smelt it knowingly, while Mr. Tillotson, in a leisurely fashion, descended to the cabin.

A tea-tray and an untidy litter of cups and saucers stood on the table, at the end of which sat an old man with his folded hands resting on the table.

Good-evening, said Mr. Tillotson, pausing at the doorway and peering through the gloom to make sure that there was nobody else present. All alone?

All alone, repeated Captain Gething, looking up and wondering who this might be.

Its too dark to see you far, said Tillotson, in a mysterious whisper, but its Captain Gething, aint it?

Thats me, said the Captain uneasily.

Going to Northfleet? inquired Mr. Tillotson in another whisper.

What do you mean? inquired the captain quickly, as he gripped the edges of the table.

Are you sure itll be all right? continued Tillotson.

What do you mean? repeated the captain from his seat. Speak plain.

I mean that you had better bolt, said Tillotson in a hurried whisper. Theres a heavy reward out for you, which Captain Wilson wants. You cant do what you did for nothing, you know.

Captain Gething sat down in his seat again and shaded his face with his hand.

Ill go back, he said brokenly. Wilson told me he was alive, and that it was all a mistake. If hes lying to me for the price of my old neck, let him have it.

What about your wife and daughter? said Tillotson, who was beginning to have a strong disrelish for his task. I saw in the paper last night that Wilson had got you. Hes gone ashore now to make arrangements at the station.

He had a letter from my daughter this morning, said the old man brokenly.

He told you it was from her, said Tillotson. Get your things and come quick.

Excited by the part he was playing, he bent forward and clutched at the old mans arm. Captain Gething, obedient to the touch, rose, and taking his battered cap from a nail, followed him in silence above.

Were going for a drink, said Tillotson to the boy. Well be back in ten minutes.

All right, said Henry cheerfully; wish I was going with you.

The other laughed airily, and gaining the quay, set off with the silent old man by his side. At first the captain went listlessly enough, but as he got farther and farther from the ship all the feelings of the hunted animal awoke within him, and he was as eager to escape as Tillotson could have wished.

Where are we going? he inquired as they came in sight of the railway station. Im not going by train.

London, said Tillotson. Thats the most like-ly place to get lost in.

Im not going in the train, said the other doggedly.

Why not? said Tillotson in surprise.

When they come back to the ship and find me gone theyll telegraph to London, said the old man. I wont be caught like a rat in a trap.

What are you going to do, then? inquired the perplexed Tillotson.

I dont know, said the old man. Walk, I think. Its dark, and we might get twenty miles away before daybreak.

Yes, we might, said Tillotson, who had no fancy for a nocturnal pilgrimage of the kind; but were not going to.

Let me go alone, said the old man.

Tillotson shook his head.

Theyd be bound to spot you tramping about the country, he said confidently. Now do let me know whats best for you, and go by train.

I wont, said Gething obstinately. Youve been very kind, more than kind, in giving me warning. Let me go off by myself.

Tillotson shook his head and glanced carelessly in the direction of Glover, who was some few yards behind.

I wish youd trust me, he said earnestly. Youll be safer in London than anywhere.

Captain Gething pondered. Theres a schooner about half a mile up the river, which is getting away about one oclock this morning, he said slowly. Ive worked on her once or twice, and the skipper might take us if you can pay him well. He knows me as Stroud.

If youll wait here a minute or two Ill go to the railway station and get my bag, said Tillotson, who wanted to confer with his chief.

Ill wait up the road under the arch, said Cap-tain Gething.

Now dont run away, said Tillotson impressively. If you wont go by train, perhaps the schooner is the best thing we can do.

He set off to the station, and after a hurried consultation with Glover, returned anxiously to the arch. Gething, standing in the shadow with his hands in his pockets, was patiently waiting.

Its all right, said Tillotson cheerfully; and now for a sea voyage. You know the way to the schooner, I suppose.

They made their way back cautiously, Captain Gething turning off to the left before they reached the harbor and leading the way through dingy little streets of private houses and chandlers shops. It was not a part usually frequented by people taking an evening stroll, and Henry, who had begun to get uneasy at their absence, and starting in search of them had picked them up at the corner, followed wondering.

His wonder increased as they left the houses and met the cool air blowing from the river. The road was dark and uneven, and he followed cautiously, just keeping them in sight, until at a tumble-down little wharf they halted, and after a low consultation, boarded a small schooner lying alongside. There was nobody on the deck, but a light showed in the cabin, and after a minutes hesitation they went below.

An hour or two passed, and the small watcher, ensconced behind a pile of empties, shivered with the cold. Unconscious of the amicable overtures in the cabin, which had resulted in the master of the Frolic taking a couple of cabin passengers who were quite willing to rough it in the matter of food and accommodation, and willing to pay for it, he was afraid to desert his post. Another hour passed. A couple of seamen came by his place of concealment, and stepping aboard, went down the focsle. A clock struck eleven, and a few minutes later the light in the cabin was extinguished.

The boy watched another quarter of an hour and then, the ship being dark and still, crept noiselessly on board. The sound of deep snoring came from the cabin, and gaining the wharf again, he set off as hard as he could run to the Seamew.


CHAPTER XIII.

Wilson and the mate returned to the ship laden with their spoils, and pitching them on board first, descended themselves by a slower but pleasanter method.

I expect our chaps are all ashore still, said the mate, looking round. Pretty state theyll be in for a start. I suppose the boys down with the capn.

Just go down and send him up, said the skipper; its rather a delicate thing to do to give a man a suit of clothes. I dont want anybody standing round.

Theres no light, said the mate, looking towards the skylight. He went below and felt his way into the cabin.

All in the dark? he said cheerfully.

There was no reply. He fumbled about in the darkness for the matches, and having obtained them, struck a light and looked round. The cabin was empty. He opened the door of the state-room and peered in; that too was empty.

He must have gone for a walk with the boy, said the skipper uneasily when he returned with the news.

He took up the parcel again and went below, followed by the mate, and for some time sat silently smoking.

Nine oclock, said the mate at last in consternation as the little clock tinkled the hour. That confounded boys not up to any mischief, I spose? Hes been in a devil of a temper the last day or two.

I dont see what mischief he could do, pondered the other, knitting his brows.

Looks to me as if hes spirited him away, continued the mate. Ill go ashore and have a look round and see whether I can see anything of them.

He took his cap from the locker and went. An hour elapsed, and the skipper, a prey to great anxiety, went up on deck.

The shops had closed, and with the exception of the street lamps, the town was in darkness and the streets silent, except for a chance wayfarer. Two or three seamen came up the quay and went aboard the steamer in the next berth. A woman came slowly along, peering in an uncertain fashion at the various craft, and shrinking back as a seaman passed her. Abreast of the Seamew she stopped, and in the same doubtful manner looked down on the deck. The skipper crossed to the side, and straining his eyes through the gloom, looked up at her.

Is this the Seamew? inquired a fresh girlish voice.

Annis! shouted the astounded skipper. Annis!

He ran up the rigging, and stepping on to the quay seized her hand. Then he drew her unresistingly towards him and was in the act of passing his arm round her waist when he remembered his position and drew back awkwardly.

Come on board, he said gently.

He straddled from the quay to the rigging, and extending his hand in the midst of a perfect silence, helped her to the deck.

Where is my father? she said eagerly.

Wilson made no reply.

Where is he? she repeated.

Wilson shook his head. I dont know, he said gloomily, I dont know. He was here an hour or two ago. He was here yesterday.

She caught his arm breathlessly.

Where is he now? What have you done with him?

Wilson told her all he knew and having finished, watched her anxiously as she drew back a little and tapped on the deck with her foot.

A badly-blended chorus, making up in strength what it lacked in harmony, sounded on the quay, and gradually coming nearer, stopped at the Seamew for a final shout. The finale was rendered by the cook and Dick with much vehemence, while Sam, excited by his potations, danced madly before them.

Silence up there! shouted the skipper sternly, as Annis shrank away.

A right, sir, hiccupped Dick solemnly. Im lookin after them. Mind how you break your neck, Sam.

Thus adjured, Sam balanced himself on the edge of the quay, and executing a double shuffle on the very brink of it by way of showing his complete mastery over his feet, fell into the rigging and descended. He was followed by Dick and the cook, both drunk, and both preternaturally solemn.

Get below, said the skipper sharply.

Ay, ay, sir, said Dick, with a lurch. Come on, Sam, we  aint wanted  here.

Its all your damned dancing, Sam! said the cook  who had ever an eye for beauty  plaintively.

Will you get below? roared the maddened skipper, giving him a push.

Im very sorry, he said, turning to Annis as they disappeared; everything seems to be going wrong to-night.

It doesnt matter, she said coldly. Goodnight.

Where are you going? asked Wilson.

Going to find a hotel, said Annis; theres no train back to-night.

Take the cabin, he said entreatingly, I and the matell sleep forard.

No, thank you, said Annis.

She stepped to the side, and, assisted by the skipper, clambered up on to the quay again. The mate came up at the moment and stood eyeing her curiously.

This is Miss Gething, said the skipper slowly. Any news?

None, said the mate solemnly; theyve vanished like smoke.

Is it certain, asked Annis, addressing, him, that it was my father?

The mate looked at the skipper and pushed his cap back. We had no reason to think otherwise, he said shortly. Its a mystery to me altogether. He cant have gone home by train because he had no money.

It couldnt have been my father, said Annis slowly. Somebody has been deceiving you. Good-night. I will come round in the morning; it is getting late.

Where are you going? inquired the mate.

Shes going to look for a hotel, said the skipper, answering for her.

Its late, said the mate dubiously, and this isnt much of a place for hotels. Why not take her to the woman where her father has been staying? You said she seemed a decent sort.

Its a poor place, began the other.

Thatll do, said Annis decidedly; if it was good enough for my father it is good enough for me. If it wasnt my father I may learn something about him. Is it far?

Two miles, said the mate.

Wed better start at once, then, said the skipper, moving a step or two by way of example.

And perhaps youll walk down too, said Annis to the mate.

It went to the mates heart to do it, but he was a staunch friend. No, I think Ill turn in, he said, blushing at his rudeness; Im tired.

He lifted his cap awkwardly and descended. Annis, with her head at an uncomfortable altitude, set off with the skipper.

Im sorry the mate wouldnt come, said the latter stiffly.

After this they went on in silence along the quiet road, Miss Gething realizing instinctively that the man by her side had got a temper equal to at least a dozen of her own. This made her walk a little closer to him, and once, ever so lightly, her hand brushed against his. The skipper put his hands in his jacket pockets.

They reached the late habitation of the mysterious Captain Gething without another word having been spoken on the journey. The mews was uninviting enough by daylight, by night it was worse. The body of a defunct four-wheeler blocked up half the entrance, and a retriever came out of his kennel at the other end and barked savagely.

Thats the house, said Wilson, indicating it number five. Whats the matter?

For Miss Gething, after making little dabs with her handkerchief at lips which did not require the attention, was furtively applying it to eyes which did.

Im tired, she said softly tired and disappointed.

She hesitated a moment, and then before Wilson had quite made up his mind what to do, moved proudly away and knocked at the door of number five. It was opened after some delay by an untidy woman in crackers and a few other things, who having listened to the skippers explanation, admitted Miss Gething to her fathers room. She then saw the skipper to the door again, and having wished him a somewhat grim good-night, closed the door.

He walked back as sharply as he could to the schooner, his mind in a whirl with the events of the evening, and as he neared the quay broke into a run, in awkward imitation of a small figure approaching from the opposite direction.

You little vagabond! he panted, seizing him by the collar as they reached the schooner together.

Aright, said Henry; ave it your own way then.

Drop him overboard, said the mate, who was standing on the deck.

Henry indulged in a glance of contempt  made safe by the darkness  at this partisan, and with the air of one who knows that he has an interesting yarn to spin, began at the beginning and worked slowly up for his effects. The expediency of brevity and point was then tersely pointed out to him by both listeners, the highly feminine trait of desiring the last page first being strongly manifested.

I cant make head or tail of it, said the skipper, after the artist had spoilt his tale to suit his public. Hes taken fright at something or other. Well, well go after him.

Theyre getting away at about one, said the mate; and suppose he wont come, what are you going to do then? After all, it mightnt be her father. Damned unsatisfactory I call it!

I dont know what to do, said the bewildered skipper; I dont know whats best.

Well, it aint my business, said Henry, who had been standing by silently; but I know what I should do.

Both men leaned forward eagerly.

I may be a young vagabond, said Henry, enjoying to the full this tribute to his powers praps I am. I may be put to bed by a set of grinning idiots; I may

What would you do, Henry? asked the skipper very quietly.

Go back an fetch Miss Gething, o course, said the boy, an take her down to the ship. Thatll settle it.

By Jove! the boys right, said the mate if theres time.

But the skipper had already started.

Youre a very good boy, Henry, said the mate approvingly. Now go down and watch the Frolic again, and as soon as she starts getting under way run back and let us know. If she passes before he comes back Ill hail her and try and find out what it all means.

Meantime the skipper, half walking, half running, went on his way to Overcourt, arriving at Staggs Gardens in a breathless condition. Number five was fast asleep when he reached it and began a violent thumping upon the door.

Whos there? What do you want? demanded a shrill voice as the window was thrown up and a female head protruded.

I want to see that young lady I brought here a little while ago, said the skipper quick.

What, at this time o night! said the lady. Be reasonable, young man, if you are sweethearting.

Something important, said the skipper impatiently.

Cant you tell me what it is? said the lady, who felt that she was in a position to have her curiosity satisfied.

Tell her Ive got news of her father, said the skipper, restraining himself with difficulty.

The head disappeared and the window was closed. After what seemed an hour to the impatient man, he heard a step in the passage, the door opened, and Annis stood before him.

With a very few words they were walking together again down the road, Annis listening to his story as they went. It was a long way, and she was already tired, but she refused the offer of her companions arm with a spirit which showed that she had not forgotten the previous journey. As they neared the Seamew the skippers spirits sank, for the mate, who was watching, ran out to meet them.

Its no use, he said sympathetically; shes under way. Shall we hail her as she goes by?

The skipper, leaving Annis unceremoniously on the quay, sprang aboard and peered anxiously down the river. The night was starlit, and he could just discern a craft coming slowly towards them.

Hoist a couple of lanterns, Jack, and call the crew up quickly, he cried to the mate.

What for? said the other in astonishment.

You light em, cried the skipper excitedly. Henry, help me off with these hatches.

He was down on his knees with the boy unfastening them, while the mate, having lit a lantern, ran forward to rouse the men. The Frolic was now but twenty yards astern.

Ahoy! schooner, ahoy! bawled Wilson, running suddenly to the side.

Halloa! came a hoarse voice.

Are you full up? shouted the master of the Seamew.

No, came the roar again.

Drop your anchor and come alongside, shouted the skipper, Ive got to stay here another week, and Ive got a dozen barrels o herring must be in London before then.

The Frolic was abreast of them, and he held his breath with suspense.

It wont take you half an hour, he shouted anxiously.

The grating of the cable was music in his ears as it ran out, and hardly able to believe in the success of his scheme he saw the crew taking in the sail they had just begun to set. Ten minutes later the Frolic was rubbing against his side.

The hatches were off the Seamew, and a lantern swinging in her hold shed a sickly light upon the sleepy faces of her crew. The mate was at the focsle whispering instructions to Annis.

Look alive, said the master of the Frolic, Ill just take em on deck for the present.

He came fussily to the side to superintend, gazing curiously at Annis, who was standing watching the operations.

What a nice ship! she said. May I come on board?

Youre quite welcome if you dont get in the way, was the reply.

Accepting this qualified permission, Annis stepped on board and walked quietly round the deck. At the companion she paused and looked round. Everybody was busy; and trembling with nervousness, she hesitated a moment and then descended into the dark cabin.

That you, captain? said a voice. What are we stopping for?

Annis made no reply.

Who is it? said the voice again.

Hush! said Annis.

Oh, all right, said Mr. Tillotson shortly. Whats wrong?

Annis hesitated, waiting to hear another voice, but in vain. She fancied that she heard another person breathing, but that was all.

Father! she cried, suddenly. Its me! Annis! Where are you?

There was a great shout from the other side of the cabin, and in the gloom she saw something spring up and come towards her. Something which caught her in a mighty grasp and crushed her soft face against a long, stiff beard. Laughing and crying together she put her arms about its neck and clung to it convulsively.

There, there, my lass! said Captain Gething at last.

We only stopped you by a miracle, said Annis hysterically. The Seamew is alongside, and why you wanted to run away again I dont know.

I dont understand, said Captain Gething wearily.

You can understand that I wouldnt take you into danger, said Annis tenderly. Put your coat on and come with me.

Without another word Captain Gething did as he was bid. He stopped, as though to speak to Tillotson, and then thinking better of it, followed his daughter on deck.

Im not coming with you, capn, he said as that ardent mariner passed them rolling a barrel along the deck.

A right, said the other briefly; you wont get your money back.

In a shamefaced fashion Captain Gething, still holding his daughters arm, stepped on board the Seamew and shook hands with its master. By the time he was half through his story there was a burning desire on the part of the skipper to go down and have a look at Tillotson  a desire peremptorily checked by Annis, who had an erroneous opinion concerning that gentlemans identity, and the Frolic having taken in its herrings, sheered off with a friendly good-night. The crew of the Seamew watched her until she had her anchor up, and then, at the impatient suggestion of Henry, who was stage managing, went below.

Are you satisfied now? inquired Wilson in a low voice, as Captain Gething, with a wisdom born of years, went slowly below.

Quite, breathed Annis softly.

Im not, said Wilson, in tones full of meaning.

Miss Gething smiled, and leaning against the side surveyed, with some interest, the dark water and the sleeping town. She did not move when Wilson came and stood by her, and when he took her hand, made no protest.

Im not satisfied  yet, said Wilson, raising her hand to his lips.

His eye caught the two lanterns which were burning somewhat garishly, and crossing over, he took them down and blew them out. He turned suddenly at the sound of a smothered laugh, a moment too late. Annis Gething had gone below.


THE BROWN MANS SERVANT.


CHAP I.

The shop of Solomon Hyams stood in a small thoroughfare branching off the Commercial Road. In its windows unredeemed pledges of all kinds, from old-time watches to seamens boots, appealed to all tastes and requirements. Bundles of cigars, candidly described as wonderful, were marked at absurdly low figures, while silver watches endeavored to excuse the clumsiness of their make by describing themselves as strong workmens. The side entrance, up a narrow alley, was surmounted by the usual three brass balls, and here Mr. Hyams clients were wont to call. They entered as optimists, smiled confidently upon Mr. Hyams, argued, protested shrilly, and left the establishment pessimists of a most pronounced and virulent type.

None of these things, however, disturbed the pawnbroker. The drunken client who endeavored to bail out his Sunday clothes with a tram ticket was accommodated with a chair, while the assistant went to hunt up his friends and contract for a speedy removal; the old woman who, with a view of obtaining a higher advance than usual, poured a tale of grievous woe into the hardened ears of Mr. Hyams, found herself left to the same invaluable assistant, and, realizing her failure, would at once become cheerful and take what was offered. Mr. Hyams methods of business were quiet and unostentatious, and rumor had it that he might retire at any time and live in luxury.

It was a cold, cheerless afternoon in November as Mr. Hyams, who had occasional hazy ideas of hygiene, stood at his door taking the air. It was an atmosphere laden with soot and redolent of many blended odors, but after the fusty smell of the shop it was almost health-giving. In the large public-house opposite, with its dirty windows and faded signboards, the gas was already being lit, which should change it from its daylight dreariness to a resort of light and life.

Mr. Hyams, who was never in a hurry to light up his own premises, many of his clients preferring the romantic light which comes between day and night for their visits, was about to leave the chilly air for the warmth inside, when his attention was attracted by a seaman of sturdy aspect stopping and looking in at his window. Mr. Hyams rubbed his hands softly. There was an air of comfort and prosperity about this seaman, and the pawnbroker had many small articles in his window, utterly useless to the man, which he would have liked to have sold him.

The man came from the window, made as though to pass, and then paused irresolute before the pawn-broker.

You want a watch? said the latter genially. Come inside.

Mr. Hyams went behind his counter and waited.

I dont want to buy nothing, and I dont want to pawn nothing, said the sailor. What do you think o that?

Mr. Hyams, who objected to riddles, especially those which seemed to be against business, eyed him unfavorably from beneath his shaggy eyebrows.

We might have a little quiet talk together, said the seaman, you an me; we might do a little bit o business together, you an me. In the parler, shall we say, over a glass o something hot?

Mr. Hyams hesitated. He was not averse to a little business of an illicit nature, but there rose up vividly before him the picture of another sailor who had made much the same sort of proposal, and, after four glasses of rum, had merely suggested to him that he should lend him twenty pounds on the security of an I.O.U. It was long since, but the memory of it still rankled.

What sort of business is it? he inquired.

Business thats too big for you, praps, said the sailor with a lordly air. Ill try a bigger place. Whats that lantern-faced swab shoving his ugly mug into the daylight for?

Get off, said the pawnbroker to the assistant, who was quietly and unobtrusively making a third.

Mind the shop. This gentleman and I have business in the parlor. Come this way, sir.

He raised the flap of the counter, and led the way to a small, untidy room at the back of the shop. A copper kettle was boiling on the fire, and the table was already laid for tea. The pawnbroker, motioning his visitor to a dingy leather armchair, went to a cupboard and produced a bottle of rum, three parts full, and a couple of glasses.

Tea for me, said the seaman, eyeing the bottle wistfully.

The pawnbroker pricked up his ears. Nonsense, he said, with an attempt at heartiness, a jolly fellow like you dont want tea. Have some o this.

Tea, confound yer! said the other. When I say tea, I mean tea.

The pawnbroker, repressing his choler, replaced the bottle, and, seating himself at the table, reached over for the kettle, and made the tea. It was really a pleasing picture of domestic life, and would have looked well in a lantern slide at a temperance lecture, the long, gaunt Jew and the burly seaman hobnobbing over the blameless teapot. But Mr. Hyams grew restless. He was intent upon business; but the other, so far as his inroads on the teapot and the eatables gave any indication, seemed to be bent only upon pleasure. Once again the picture of the former sailor rose before Mr. Hyams eyes, and he scowled fiercely as the seaman pushed his cup up for the fourth time.

And now for a smoke, said his visitor, as he settled back in his chair. A good un, mind. Lord, this is comfort! Its the first bit o comfort Ive ad since I come ashore five days ago.

The pawnbroker grunted, and producing a couple of black, greasy-looking cigars, gave one to his guest. They both fell to smoking, the former ill at ease, the latter with his feet spread out on the small fender, making the very utmost of his bit of comfort.

Are you a man as is fond of asking questions? he said at length.

No, said the pawnbroker, shutting his lips illustratively.

Suppose, said the sailor, leaning forward intently suppose a man came to you an ses  theres that confounded assistant of yours peeping through the door.

The pawnbroker got up almost as exasperated as the seaman, and, after rating his assistant through the half-open door, closed it with a bang, and pulled down a small blind over the glass.

Suppose a man came to you, resumed the sailor, after the pawnbroker had seated himself again, and asked you for five hundred pounds for something. Have you got it?

Not here, said the pawnbroker suspiciously. I dont keep any money on the premises.

You could get it, though? suggested the other.

Well see, said the pawnbroker; five hundred pounds is a fortune  five hundred pounds, why it takes years of work  five hundred pounds

I dont want no blessed psalms, said the seaman abruptly; but, look here, suppose I wanted five hundred pounds for something, and you wouldnt give it. How am I to know you wouldnt give information to the police if I didnt take what you offered me for it?

The pawnbroker threw up his huge palms in virtuous horror.

Id mark you for it if you did, said the seaman menacingly, through his teeth. It ud be the worst days work you ever did. Will you take it or leave it at my price, an if you wont give it, leave me to go as I came?

I will, said the pawnbroker solemnly.

The seaman laid his cigar in the tray, where it expired in a little puddle of tea, and, undoing his coat, cautiously took from his waist a canvas belt In a hesitating fashion he dangled the belt in his hands, looking from the Jew to the door, and from the door back to the Jew again. Then from a pocket in the belt he took something wrapped in a small piece of dirty flannel, and, unrolling it, deposited on the table a huge diamond, whose smouldering fires flashed back in many colors the light from the gas.

The Jew, with an exclamation, reached forward to handle it, but the sailor thrust him back.

Hands off, he said grimly. None of your ringing the changes on me.

He tipped it over with his finger-nail on the table from side to side, the other, with his head bent down, closely inspecting it. Then, as a great indulgence, he laid it on the Jews open palm for a few seconds.

Five hundred pounds, he said, taking it in his own hands again.

The pawnbroker laughed. It was a laugh which he kept for business purposes, and would have formed a valuable addition to the goodwill of the shop.

Ill give you fifty, he said, after he had regained his composure.

The seaman replaced the gem in its wrapper again.

Well, Ill give you seventy, and risk whether I lose over it, continued the pawnbroker.

Five hundreds my price, said the seaman calmly, as he placed the belt about his waist and began to buckle it up.

Seventy-five, said the pawnbroker persuasively.

Look here, said the seaman, regarding him sternly, you drop it. Im not going to haggle with you. Im not going to haggle with any man. I aint no judge o diamonds, but Ive ad cause to know as this is something special. See here.

He rolled back the coat sleeve from his brawny arm, and revealed a long, newly healed scar.

I risked my life for that stone, he said slowly. I value my life at five hundred pounds. Its likely worth more than as many thousands, and you know it. However, good-night to you, mate. How much for the tea?

He put his hand contemptuously in his trouser pocket, and pulled out some small change.

Theres the risk of getting rid of the stone, said the pawnbroker, pushing aside the proffered coin. Where did it come from? Has it got a history?

Not in Europe it aint, said the seaman. So far as I know, you an me an one other are the only white men as know of it. Thats all Im going to tell you.

Do you mind waiting while I go and fetch a friend of mine to see it? inquired the pawnbroker. You neednt be afraid, he added hastily. Hes a respectable man and as close as the grave.

Im not afraid, said the seaman quietly. But no larks, mind. Im not a nice man to play them on. Im pretty strong, an Ive got something else besides.

He settled himself in the armchair again, and accepting another cigar, watched his host as he took his hat from the sideboard.

Ill be back as soon as I can, said the latter somewhat anxiously. You wont go before I come?

Not me, said the seaman bluntly. When I say a thing I stick to it. I dont haggle, and haggle, and he paused a moment for a word, and haggle, he concluded.

Left to himself, he smoked on contentedly, blandly undisturbed by the fact that the assistant looked in at the door occasionally, to see that things were all right. It was quite a new departure for Mr. Hyams to leave his parlor to a stranger, and the assistant felt a sense of responsibility so great that it was a positive relief to him when his master returned, accompanied by another man.

This is my friend, said Mr. Hyams, as they entered the parlor and closed the door. You might let him see the stone.

The seaman took off his belt again, and placing the diamond in his hand held it before the stranger who, making no attempt to take it, turned it over with his finger and examined it critically.

Are you going to sea again just yet? he inquired softly.

Thursday night, said the seaman, Five hundred is my price; praps he told you. Im not going to haggle.

Just so, just so, said the other quietly. Its worth five hundred.

Spoke like a man, said the seaman warmly.

I like to deal with a man who knows his own mind, said the stranger, it saves trouble. But if we buy it for that amount you must do one thing for us. Keep quiet and dont touch a drop of liquor until you sail, and not a word to anybody.

You neednt be afraid o the licker, said the sailor grimly. I shant touch that for my own sake.

Hes a teetotaler, explained the pawnbroker.

Hes not, said the seaman indignantly.

Why wont you drink, then? asked the other man.

Fancy, said the seaman dryly, and closed his mouth.

Without another word the stranger turned to the pawnbroker, who, taking a pocket-book from his coat, counted out the amount in notes. These, after the sailor had examined them in every possible manner, he rolled up and put in his pocket, then without a word he took out the diamond again and laid it silently on the table. Mr. Hyams, his fingers trembling with eagerness, took it up and examined it delightedly.

Youve got it a bargain, said the seaman. Good-night, gentlemen. I hope, for your sakes, nobodyll know Ive parted with it. Keep your eyes open, and trust nobody. When you see black, smell mischief. Im glad to get rid of it.

He threw his head back, and, expanding his chest as though he already breathed more freely, nodded to both men, and, walking through the shop, passed out into the street and disappeared.

Long after he had gone, the pawnbroker and his friend, Levi, sat with the door locked and the diamond before them, eagerly inspecting it.

Its a great risk, said the pawnbroker. A stone like that generally makes some noise.

Anything good is risky, said the other somewhat contemptuously. You dont expect to get a windfall like that without any drawback, do you?

He took the stone in his hand again, and eyed it lovingly. Its from the East somewhere, he said quietly. Its badly cut, but its a diamond of diamonds, a king of gems.

I dont want any trouble with the police, said the pawnbroker, as he took it from him.

You are talking now as though you have just made a small advance on a stolen overcoat, said his friend impatiently. A risk like that  and you have done it before now  is a foolish one to run; the game is not worth the candle. But this  why it warms ones blood to look at it.

Well, Ill leave it with you, said the pawnbroker. If you do well with it I ought not to want to work any more.

The other placed it in an inside pocket, while the owner watched him anxiously.

Dont let any accident happen to you to-night, Levi, he said nervously.

Thanks for your concern, said Levi grimacing. I shall probably be careful for my own sake.

He buttoned up his coat, and, drinking a glass of hot whisky, went out whistling. He had just reached the door when the pawnbroker called him back.

If you like to take a cab, Levi, he said, in a low voice so that the assistant should not hear, Ill pay for it.

Ill take an omnibus, said Levi, smiling quietly. Youre getting extravagant, Hyams. Besides, fancy the humor of sitting next to a pickpocket with this on me.

He waved a cheery farewell, and the pawnbroker, watching him from the door, scowled angrily as he saw his light-hearted friend hail an omnibus at the corner and board it. Then he went back to the shop, and his everyday business of making advances on flat-irons and other realizable assets of the neighborhood.

At ten oclock he closed for the night, the assistant hurriedly pulling down the shutters that his time for recreation might not be unduly curtailed. He slept off the premises, and the pawnbroker, after his departure, made a slight supper, and sat revolving the affairs of the day over another of his black cigars until nearly midnight. Then, well contented with himself, he went up the bare, dirty stairs to his room and went to bed, and, despite the excitement of the evening, was soon in a loud slumber, from which he was aroused by a distant and sustained knocking.


CHAP II.

At first the noise mingled with his dreams, and helped to form them. He was down a mine, and grimy workers with strong picks were knocking diamonds from the walls, diamonds so large that he became despondent at the comparative smallness of his own. Then he awoke suddenly and sat up with a start, rubbing his eyes. The din was infernal to a man who liked to do a quiet business in an unobtrusive way. It was a knocking which he usually associated with the police, and it came from his side door. With a sense of evil strong upon him, the Jew sprang from his bed, and, slipping the catch, noiselessly opened the window and thrust his head out. In the light of a lamp which projected from the brick wall at the other end of the alley he saw a figure below.

Hulloa! said the Jew harshly.

His voice was drowned in the noise.

What do you want? he yelled. Hulloa, there! What do you want, I say?

The knocking ceased, and the figure, stepping back a little, looked up at the window.

Come down and open the door, said a voice which the pawnbroker recognized as the sailors.

Go away, he said, in a low, stern voice. Do you want to rouse the neighborhood?

Come down and let me in, said the other. Its for your own good. Youre a dead man if you dont.

Impressed by his manner the Jew, after bidding him shortly not to make any more noise, lit his candle, and, dressing hurriedly, took the light in his hand and went grumbling downstairs into the shop.

Now, what do you want? he said through the door.

Let me in and Ill tell you, said the other, or Ill bawl it through the keyhole, if you like.

The Jew, placing the candle on the counter, drew back the heavy bolts and cautiously opened the door. The seaman stepped in, and, as the other closed the door, vaulted on to the counter and sat there with his legs dangling.

Thats right, he said, nodding approvingly in the direction of the Jews right hand. I hope you know how to use it.

What do you want? demanded the other irritably, putting his hand behind him. What time o night do you call this for turning respectable men out of their beds?

I didnt come for the pleasure o seeing your pretty face again, you can bet, said the seaman carelessly. Its good nature whats brought me here. What have you done with that diamond?

Thats my business, said the other. What do you want?

I told you I sailed in five days, said the seaman. Well, I got another ship this evening instead, and I sail at 6 a.m. Things are getting just a bit too thick for me, an I thought out o pure good nature Id step round and put you on your guard.

Why didnt you do so at first? said the Jew, eyeing him suspiciously.

Well, I didnt want to spoil a bargain, said the seaman carelessly. Maybe, you wouldnt have bought the stone if I had told you. Mind that thing dont go off; I dont want to rob you. Point it the other way.

There was four of us in that deal, he continued, after the other had complied with his request. Me an Jack Ball and Nosey Wheeler and a Burmese chap; the last I see o Jack Ball he was quiet and peaceful, with a knife sticking in his chest. If I hadnt been a very careful man Id have had one sticking in mine. If you aint a very careful man, and do what I tell you, youll have one sticking in yours.

Speak a little more plainly, said the Jew. Come into the parlor, I dont want the police to see a light in the shop.

We stole it, said the seaman, as he followed the other into the little back parlor, the four of us, from

I dont want to know anything about that, interrupted the other hastily.

The sailor grinned approvingly, and continued: Then me an Jack being stronger than them, we took it from them two, but they got level with poor Jack. I shipped before the mast on a barque, and they came over by steamer an waited for me.

Well, youre not afraid of them? said the Jew interrogatively. Besides, a word to the police

Telling em all about the diamond, said the seaman. Oh, yes. Well, you can do that now if you feel so inclined. They know all about that, bless you, and, if they were had, theyd blab about the diamond.

Have they been dogging you? inquired the pawnbroker.

Dogging me! said the seaman. Doggings no word for it. Wherever Ive been theyve been my shadders. They want to hurt me, but theyre careful about being hurt themselves. Thats where I have the pull of them. They want the stone back first, and revenge afterwards, so I thought Id put you on your guard, for they pretty well guess whos got the thing now. Youll know Wheeler by his nose, which is broken.

Im not afraid of them, said the Jew, but thank you for telling me. Did they follow you here?

Theyre outside, Ive no doubt, said the other; but they come along like human cats  leastways, the Burmah chap does. You want eyes in the back of your head for them almost. The Burmese is an old man and soft as velvet, and Jack Ball just afore he died was going to tell me something about him. I dont know what it was; but, pore Jack, he was a superstitious sort o chap, and I know it was something horrible. He was as brave as a lion, was Jack, but he was afraid o that little shrivelled-up Burmese. Theyll follow me to the ship to-night. If theyll only come close enough, and theres nobody nigh, Ill do Jack a good turn.

Stay here till the morning, said the Jew.

The seaman shook his head. I dont want to miss my ship, said he; but remember what Ive told you, and mind, theyre villains, both of them, and if you are not very careful, theyll have you, sooner or later. Good-night!

He buttoned up his coat, and leading the way to the door, followed by the Jew with the candle, opened it noiselessly, and peered carefully out right and left. The alley was empty.

Take this, said the Jew, proffering his pistol.

Ive got one, said the seaman. Good-night!

He strode boldly up the alley, his footsteps sounding loudly in the silence of the night. The Jew watched him to the corner, and then, closing the door, secured it with extra care, and went back to his bedroom, where he lay meditating upon the warning which had just been given to him until he fell asleep.

Before going downstairs next morning he placed the revolver in his pocket, not necessarily for use, but as a demonstration of the lengths to which he was prepared to go. His manner with two or three inoffensive gentlemen of color was also somewhat strained. Especially was this the case with a worthy Lascar, who, knowing no English, gesticulated cheerfully in front of him with a long dagger which he wanted to pawn.

The morning passed without anything happening, and it was nearly dinner-time before anything occurred to justify the sailors warning. Then, happening to glance at the window, he saw between the articles which were hanging there a villainous face, the principal feature of which being strangely bent at once recalled the warning of the sailor. As he looked the face disappeared, and a moment later its owner, after furtively looking in at the side door, entered quietly.

Morning, boss, said he.

The pawnbroker nodded and waited.

I want to have a little talk with you, boss, said the man, after waiting for him to speak.

All right, go on, said the other.

What about im? said the man, indicating the assistant with a nod.

Well, what about him? inquired the Jew.

What Ive got to say is private, said the man.

The Jew raised his eyebrows.

You can go in and get your dinner, Bob, he said. Now, what do you want? he continued. Hurry up, because Im busy.

I come from a pal o mine, said the man, speaking in a low voice, him what was ere last night. He couldnt come himself, so he sent me. He wants it back.

Wants what back? asked the Jew.

The diamond, said the other.

Diamond? What on earth are you talking about? demanded the pawnbroker.

You neednt try to come it on me, said the other fiercely. We want that diamond back, and, mind you, well have it.

You clear out, said the Jew. I dont allow people to come threatening me. Out you go.

Well do more than threaten you, said the man, the veins in his forehead swelling with rage. Youve got that diamond. You got it for five undred pound. Well give you that back for it, and you may think yourself lucky to get it.

Youve been drinking, said the Jew, or somebodys been fooling you.

Look here, said the man with a snarl, drop it. Im dealing fair an square by you. I dont want to hurt a hair of your head. Im a peaceable man, but I want my own, and, whats more, I can get it. I got the shell, and I can get the kernel. Do you know what I mean by that?

I dont know, and I dont care, said the Jew. He moved off a little way, and, taking some tarnished spoons from a box, began to rub them with a piece of leather.

I daresay you can take a hint as well as anybody else, said the other. Have you seen that before?

He threw something on the counter, and the Jew started, despite himself, as he glanced up. It was the sailors belt.

Thats a hint, said the man with a leer, and a very fair one.

The Jew looked at him steadily, and saw that he was white and nervous; his whole aspect that of a man who was running a great risk for a great stake.

I suppose, he said at length, speaking very slowly, that you want me to understand that you have murdered the owner of this.

Understand what you like, said the other with sullen ferocity. Will you let us have that back again?

No, said the Jew explosively. I have no fear of a dog like you; if it was worth the trouble Id send for the police and hand you over to them.

Call them, said the other; do; Ill wait. But mark my words, if you dont give us the stone back youre a dead man. Ive got a pal what half that diamond belongs to. Hes from the East, and a bad man to cross. He has only got to wish it, and youre a dead man without his raising a finger at you. Ive come here to do you a good turn; if he comes here its all up with you.

Well, you go back to him, jeered the Jew; a clever man like that can get the diamond without going near it seemingly. Youre wasting your time here, and its a pity; you must have got a lot of friends.

Well, Ive warned you, said the other, youll have one more warning. If you wont be wise you must keep the diamond, but it wont be much good to you. Its a good stone, but, speaking for myself Id sooner be alive without it than dead with it.

He gave the Jew a menacing glance and departed, and the assistant having by this time finished his dinner, the pawnbroker went to his own with an appetite by no means improved by his late interview.


CHAP III.

The cat, with its fore-paws tucked beneath it, was dozing on the counter. Business had been slack that morning, and it had only been pushed off three times. It had staked out a claim on that counter some five years before, and if anything was required to convince it of the value of the possession it was the fact that it was being constantly pushed off. To a firm-minded cat this alone gave the counter a value difficult to overestimate, and sometimes an obsequious customer fell into raptures over its beauty. This was soothing, and the animal allowed customers of this type to scratch it gently behind the ear.

The cat was for the time the only occupant of the shop. The assistant was out, and the pawnbroker sat in the small room beyond, with the door half open, reading a newspaper. He had read the financial columns, glanced at the foreign intelligence, and was just about to turn to the leader when his eye was caught by the headline, Murder in White-chapel.

He folded the paper back, and, with a chilly feeling creeping over him, perused the account. In the usual thrilling style it recorded the finding of the body of a man, evidently a sailor, behind a hoarding placed in front of some shops in course of erection. There was no clue to the victim, who had evidently been stabbed from behind in the street, and then dragged or carried to the place in which the body had been discovered.

The pockets had been emptied, and the police who regarded the crime as an ordinary one of murder and robbery, entertained the usual hopes of shortly arresting the assassins.

The pawnbroker put the paper down, and drummed on the table with his fingers. The description of the body left no room for doubt that the victim of the tragedy and the man who had sold him the diamond were identical. He began to realize the responsibilities of the bargain, and the daring of his visitor of the day before, in venturing before him almost red-handed, gave him an unpleasant idea of the lengths to which he was prepared to go. In a pleasanter direction it gave him another idea; it was strong confirmation of Levis valuation of the stone.

I shall see my friend again, said the Jew to himself, as he looked up from the paper. Let him make an attempt on me and well see.

He threw the paper down, and, settling back in his chair, fell into a pleasing reverie. He saw his release from sordid toil close at hand. He would travel and enjoy his life. Pity the diamond hadnt come twenty years before. As for the sailor, well, poor fellow, why didnt he stay when he was asked?

The cat, still dozing, became aware of a strong strange odor. In a lazy fashion it opened one eye, and discovered that an old, shrivelled up little man, with a brown face, was standing by the counter. It watched him lazily, but warily, out of a half-closed eye, and then, finding that he appeared to be quite harmless, closed it again.

The intruder was not an impatient type of customer. He stood for some time gazing round him; then a thought struck him, and he approached the cat and stroked it with a masterly hand. Never, in the course of its life, had the animal met such a born stroker. Every touch was a caress, and a gentle thrum, thrum rose from its interior in response.

Something went wrong with the stroker. He hurt. The cat started up suddenly and jumped behind the counter. The dark gentleman smiled an evil smile, and, after waiting a little longer, tapped on the counter.

The pawnbroker came from the little room beyond, with the newspaper in his hand, and his brow darkened as he saw the customer. He was of a harsh and dominant nature, and he foresaw more distasteful threats.

Well, what do you want? he demanded abruptly.

Morning, sir, said the brown man in perfect English; fine day.

The days well enough, said the Jew.

I want a little talk with you, said the other suavely, a little, quiet, reasonable talk.

Youd better make it short, said the Jew. My time is valuable.

The brown man smiled, and raised his hand with a deprecatory gesture. Many things are valuable, said he, but time is the most valuable of all. And time to us means life.

The Jew saw the covert threat, and grew more irritable still.

Get to your business, he said sharply.

The brown man leant on the counter, and regarded him with a pair of fierce, brown eyes, which age had not dimmed.

You are a reasonable man, he said slowly, a good merchant. I can see it. But sometimes a good merchant makes a bad bargain. In that case what does the good merchant do?

Get out of here, said the Jew angrily.

He makes the best of it, continued the other calmly, and he is a lucky man if he is not too late to repair the mischief. You are not too late.

The Jew laughed boisterously.

There was a sailor once made a bad bargain, said the brown man, still in the same even tones, and he died  of grief.

He grinned at this pleasantry until his face looked like a cracked mask.

I read in this paper of a sailor being killed, said the Jew, holding it up. Have you ever heard of the police, of prison, and of the hangman?

All of them, said the other softly.

I might be able to put the hangman on the track of the sailors murderer, continued the Jew grimly.

The brown man smiled and shook his head. You are too good a merchant, he said; besides, it would be very difficult.

It would be a pleasure to me, said the Jew.

Let us talk business like men, not nonsense like children, said the brown man suddenly. You talk of hangmen. I talk of death. Well, listen. Two nights ago you bought a diamond from a sailor for five hundred pounds. Unless you give me that diamond back for the same money I will kill you.

What? snarled the Jew, drawing his gaunt figure to its full height. You, you miserable mummy?

I will kill you, repeated the brown man calmly. I will send death to you  death in a horrible shape. I will send a devil, a little artful, teasing devil, to worry you and kill you. In the darkness he will come and spring out on you. You had better give back the diamond, and live. If you give it back I promise you your life.

He paused, and the Jew noticed that his face had changed, and in place of the sardonic good-humor which had before possessed it, was now distorted by a devilish malice. His eyes gleamed coldly, and he snapped them quickly as he spoke.

Well, what do you say? he demanded.

This, said the Jew.

He leant over the counter, and, taking the brown mans skinny throat in his great hand, flung him reeling back to the partition, which shook with his weight. Then he burst into a laugh as the being who had just been threatening him with a terrible and mysterious death changed into a little weak old man, coughing and spitting as he clutched at his throat and fought for breath.

What about your servant, the devil? asked the Jew maliciously.

He serves when I am absent, said the brown man faintly. Even now I give you one more chance. I will let you see the young fellow in your shop die first. But no, he has not offended. I will kill

He paused, and his eye fell on the cat, which at that moment sprang up and took its old place on the counter. I will kill your cat, said the brown man. I will send the devil to worry it. Watch the cat, and as its death is so shall yours be  unless

Unless? said the Jew, regarding him mockingly.

Unless to-night before ten oclock you mark on your door-post two crosses in chalk, said the other. Do that and live. Watch your cat.

He pointed his lean, brown finger at the animal, and, still feeling at his throat, stepped softly to the door and passed out.

With the entrance of other customers, the pawnbroker forgot the annoyance to which he had been subjected, and attended to their wants in a spirit made liberal by the near prospect of fortune. It was certain that the stone must be of great value. With that and the money he had made by his business, he would give up work and settle down to a life of pleasant ease. So liberal was he that an elderly Irishwoman forgot their slight differences in creeds and blessed him fervently with all the saints in the calendar.

His assistant being back in his place in the shop, the pawnbroker returned to the little sitting-room, and once more carefully looked through the account of the sailors murder. Then he sat still trying to work out a problem; to hand the murderers over to the police without his connection with the stolen diamond being made public, and after considerable deliberation, convinced himself that the feat was impossible. He was interrupted by a slight scuffling noise in the shop, and the cat came bolting into the room, and, after running round the table, went out at the door and fled upstairs. The assistant came into the room.

What are you worrying the thing for? demanded his master.

Im not worrying it, said the assistant in an aggrieved voice. Its been moving about up and down the shop, and then it suddenly started like that. Its got a fit, I suppose.

He went back to the shop, and the Jew sat in his chair half ashamed of his nervous credulity, listening to the animal, which was rushing about in the rooms upstairs.

Go and see whats the matter with the thing, Bob, he cried.

The assistant obeyed, returning hastily in a minute or two, and closing the door behind him.

Well, whats the matter? demanded his master.

The brutes gone mad, said the assistant, whose face was white. Its flying about upstairs like a wild thing. Mind it dont get in, its as bad as a mad dog.

Oh, rubbish, said the Jew. Cats are often like that.

Well, Ive never seen one like it before, said the other, and, whats more, Im not going to see that again.

The animal came downstairs, scuffling along the passage, hit the door with its head, and then dashed upstairs again.

It must have been poisoned, or else its mad, said the assistant. Whats it been eating, I wonder?

The pawnbroker made no reply. The suggestion of poisoning was a welcome one. It was preferable to the sinister hintings of the brown man. But even if it had been poisoned it was a very singular coincidence, unless indeed the Burmese had himself poisoned it He tried to think whether it could have been possible for his visitor to have administered poison undetected.

Its quiet now, said the assistant, and he opened the door a little way.

Its all right, said the pawnbroker, half ashamed of his fears, get back to the shop.

The assistant complied, and the Jew, after sitting down a little while to persuade himself that he really had no particular interest in the matter, rose and went slowly upstairs. The staircase was badly lighted, and half way up he stumbled on something soft.

He gave a hasty exclamation and, stooping down, saw that he had trodden on the dead cat.


CHAP IV.

At ten oclock that night the pawnbroker sat with his friend Levi discussing a bottle of champagne, which the open-eyed assistant had procured from the public-house opposite.

Youre a lucky man, Hyams, said his friend, as he raised his glass to his lips. Thirty thousand pounds! Its a fortune, a small fortune, he added correctively.

I shall give this place up, said the pawnbroker, and go away for a time. Im not safe here.

Safe? queried Levi, raising his eyebrows.

The pawnbroker related his adventures with his visitors.

I cant understand that cat business, said Levi when he had finished. Its quite farcical; he must have poisoned it.

He wasnt near it, said the pawnbroker, it was at the other end of the counter.

Oh, hang it, said Levi, the more irritably because he could not think of any solution to the mystery. You dont believe in occult powers and all that sort of thing. This is the neighborhood of the Commercial Road; time, nineteenth century. The things got on your nerves. Keep your eyes open, and stay indoors; they cant hurt you here. Why not tell the police?

I dont want any questions, said the pawnbroker.

I mean, just tell them that one or two suspicious characters have been hanging round lately, said the other. If this precious couple see that they are watched theyll probably bolt. Theres nothing like a uniform to scare that sort.

I wont have anything to do with the police, said the pawnbroker firmly.

Well, let Bob sleep on the premises, suggested his friend.

I think I will to-morrow, said the other. Ill have a bed fixed up for him.

Why not to-night? asked Levi.

Hes gone, said the pawnbroker briefly. Didnt you hear him shut up?

He was in the shop five minutes ago, said Levi.

He left at ten, said the pawnbroker.

Ill swear I heard somebody only a minute or two back, said Levi, staring.

Nerves, as you remarked a little while ago, said his friend, with a grin.

Well, I thought I heard him, said Levi. You might just secure the door anyway.

The pawnbroker went to the door and made it fast, giving a careless glance round the dimly lighted shop as he did so.

Perhaps you could stay to-night yourself, he said, as he returned to the sitting-room.

I cant possibly, to-night, said the other. By the way, you might lend me a pistol of some kind. With all these cut-throats hanging round, visiting you is a somewhat perilous pleasure. They might take it into their heads to kill me to see whether I have got the stone.

Take your pick, said the pawnbroker, going to the shop and returning with two or three secondhand revolvers and some cartridges.

I never fired one in my life, said Levi dubiously, but I believe the chief thing is to make a bang. Whichll make the loudest?

On his friends recommendation he selected a revolver of the service pattern, and, after one or two suggestions from the pawnbroker, expressed himself as qualified to shoot anything between a chimney-pot and a paving-stone.

Make your room-door fast to-night, and tomorrow let Bob have a bed there, he said earnestly, as he rose to go. By the way, why not make those chalk marks on the door just for the night? You can laugh at them to-morrow. Sort of suggestion of the Passover about it, isnt there?

Im not going to mark my door for all the assassins that ever breathed, said the Jew fiercely, as he rose to see the other out.

Well, I think youre safe enough in the house, said Levi. Beastly dreary the shop looks. To a man of imagination like myself its quite easy to fancy that there is one of your brown friends pet devils crouching under the counter ready to spring.

The pawnbroker grunted and opened the door.

Poof, fog, said Levi, as a cloud streamed in. Bad night for pistol practice. I shant be able to hit anything.

The two men stood in the doorway for a minute, trying to peer through the fog. A heavy, measured tread sounded in the alley; a huge figure loomed up, and, to the relief of Levi, a constable halted before them.

Thick night, sir, said he to the pawnbroker.

Very, was the reply. Just keep your eye on my place to-night, constable. There have been one or two suspicious-looking characters hanging about here lately.

I will, sir, said the constable, and moved off in company with Levi.

The pawnbroker closed the door hastily behind them and bolted it securely. His friends jest about the devil under the counter occurred to him as he eyed it, and for the first time in his life, the lonely silence of the shop became oppressive. He half thought of opening the door again and calling them back, but by this time they were out of earshot, and he had a very strong idea that there might be somebody lurking in the fog outside.

Bah! said he aloud, thirty thousand pounds.

He turned the gas-jet on full  a man that had just made that sum could afford to burn a little gas  and, first satisfying himself by looking under the counter and round the shop, re-entered the sitting room.

Despite his efforts, he could not get rid of the sense of loneliness and danger which possessed him. The clock had stopped, and the only sound audible was the snapping of the extinguished coals in the grate. He crossed over to the mantelpiece, and, taking out his watch, wound the clock up. Then he heard something else.

With great care he laid the key softly on the mantelpiece and listened intently. The clock was now aggressively audible, so that he opened the case again, and putting his finger against the pendulum, stopped it. Then he drew his revolver and cocked it, and, with his set face turned towards the door, and his lips parted, waited.

At first  nothing. Then all the noises which a lonely man hears in a house at night. The stairs creaked, something moved in the walls. He crossed noiselessly to the door and opened it. At the head of the staircase he fancied the darkness moved.

Whos there? he cried in a strong voice.

Then he stepped back into the room and lit his lamp. Ill get to bed, he said grimly; Ive got the horrors.

He left the gas burning, and with the lamp in his left hand and the pistol in his right slowly ascended the stairs. The first landing was clear. He opened the doors of each room, and, holding the lamp aloft, peered in. Then he mounted higher, and looked in the rooms, crammed from floor to ceiling with pledges, ticketed and placed on shelves. In one room he thought he saw something crouching in a corner. He entered boldly, and as he passed along one side of a row of shelves could have sworn that he heard a stealthy footfall on the other. He rushed back to the door, and hung listening over the shaky balusters. Nothing stirred, and, satisfied that he must have been mistaken, he gave up the search and went to his bedroom. He set the lamp down on the drawers, and turned to close the door, when he distinctly heard a noise in the shop below. He snatched up the lamp again and ran hastily downstairs, pausing halfway on the lowest flight as he saw a dark figure spreadeagled against the side door, standing on tiptoe to draw back the bolt.

At the noise of his approach, it turned its head hastily, and revealed the face of the brown man; the bolt shot back, and at the same moment the Jew raised his pistol and fired twice.

From beneath the little cloud of smoke, as it rose, he saw that the door stood open and that the figure had vanished. He ran hastily down to the door, and, with the pistol raised, stood listening, trying to peer through the fog.

An unearthly stillness followed the deafening noise of the shots. The fog poured in at the doorway as he stood there hoping that the noise had reached the ears of some chance passer-by. He stood so for a few minutes, and then, closing the door again, resolutely turned back and went upstairs.

His first proceeding upon entering his room was to carefully look beneath and behind the heavy, dusty pieces of furniture, and, satisfied that no foe lurked there, he closed the door and locked it. Then he opened the window gently, and listened. The court below was perfectly still. He closed the window, and, taking off his coat, barricaded the door with all the heaviest furniture in the room. With a feeling of perfect security, he complacently regarded his handiwork, and then, sitting on the edge of the bed, began to undress. He turned the lamp down a little, and reloading the empty chambers of his revolver, placed it by the side of the lamp on the drawers. Then, as he turned back the clothes, he fancied that something moved beneath them. As he paused, it dropped lightly from the other side of the bed to the floor.

At first he sat, with knitted brows, trying to see what it was. He had only had a glimpse of it, but he certainly had an idea that it was alive. A rat perhaps. He got off the bed again with an oath, and, taking the lamp in his hand, peered cautiously about the floor. Twice he walked round the room in this fashion. Then he stooped down, and, raising the dirty bed hangings, peered beneath.

He almost touched the wicked little head of the brown mans devil, and with a stifled cry, sprang hastily backward. The lamp shattered against the corner of the drawers, and, falling in a shower of broken glass and oil about his stockinged feet, left him in darkness. He threw the fragment of glass stand which remained in his hand from him, and, quick as thought, gained the bed again, and crouched there, breathing heavily.

He tried to think where he had put the matches, and remembered there were some on the widow-sill. The room was so dark that he could not see the foot of the bed, and in his fatuity he had barricaded himself in the room with the loathsome reptile which was to work the brown mans vengeance.

For some time he lay listening intently. Once or twice he fancied that he heard the rustle of the snake over the dingy carpet, and he wondered whether it would attempt to climb on to the bed. He stood up, and tried to get his revolver from the drawers. It was out of reach, and as the bed creaked beneath his weight, a faint hiss sounded from the floor, and he sat still again, hardly daring to breathe.

The cold rawness of the room chilled him. He cautiously drew the bed-clothes towards him, and rolled himself up in them, leaving only his head and arms exposed. In this position he began to feel more secure, until the thought struck him that the snake might be inside them. He fought against this idea, and tried to force his nerves into steadiness. Then his fears suggested that two might have been placed in the bed. At this his fears got the upper hand, and it seemed to him that something stirred in the clothes. He drew his body from them slowly and stealthily, and taking them in his arms, flung them violently to the other end of the room. On his hands and knees he now travelled over the bare bed, feeling. There was nothing there.

In this state of suspense and dread time seemed to stop. Several times he thought that the thing had got on the bed, and to stay there in suspense in the darkness was impossible. He felt it over again and again. At last, unable to endure it any longer, he resolved to obtain the matches, and stepped cautiously off the bed; but no sooner had his feet touched the floor than his courage forsook him, and he sprang hurriedly back to his refuge again.

After that, in a spirit of dogged fatalism, he sat still and waited. To his disordered mind it seemed that footsteps were moving about the house, but they had no terrors for him. To grapple with a man for life and death would be play; to kill him, joy unspeakable. He sat still, listening. He heard rats in the walls and a babel of jeering voices on the stair-case. The whole blackness of the room with the devilish, writhing thing on the floor became invested with supernatural significance. Then, dimly at first, and hardly comprehending the joy of it, he saw the window. A little later he saw the outlines of the things in the room. The night had passed and he was alive!

He raised his half-frozen body to its full height, and, expanding his chest, planted his feet firmly on the bed, stretching his long body to the utmost. He clenched his fist, and felt strong. The bed was unoccupied except by himself. He bent down and scrutinized the floor for his enemy, and set his teeth as he thought how he would tear it and mangle it. It was light enough, but first he would put on his boots. He leant over cautiously, and lifting one on to the bed, put it on. Then he bent down and took up the other, and, swift as lightning, something issued from it, and, coiling round his wrist, ran up the sleeve of his shirt.

With starting eyeballs the Jew held his breath, and, stiffened into stone, waited helplessly. The tightness round his arm relaxed as the snake drew the whole of its body under the sleeve and wound round his arm. He felt its head moving. It came wriggling across his chest, and with a mad cry, the wretched man clutched at the front of his shirt with both hands and strove to tear it off. He felt the snake in his hands, and for a moment hoped. Then the creature got its head free, and struck him smartly in the throat.

The Jews hold relaxed, and the snake fell at his feet. He bent down and seized it, careless now that it bit his hand, and, with bloodshot eyes, dashed it repeatedly on the rail of the bed. Then he flung it to the floor, and, raising his heel, smashed its head to pulp.

His fury passed, he strove to think, but his brain was in a whirl. He had heard of sucking the wound, but one puncture was in his throat, and he laughed discordantly. He had heard that death had been prevented by drinking heavily of spirits. He would do that first, and then obtain medical assistance.

He ran to the door, and began to drag the furniture away. In his haste the revolver fell from the drawers to the floor. He looked at it steadily for a moment and then, taking it up, handled it wistfully. He began to think more clearly, although a numbing sensation was already stealing over him.

Thirty thousands pounds! he said slowly, and tapped his cheek lightly with the cold barrel.

Then he slipped it in his mouth, and, pulling the trigger, crashed heavily to the floor.

THE END


MANY CARGOES
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This story collection appeared in 1896. Jacobs was to truly make his mark on the short story as a genre, becoming popular enough to earn a comfortable living from the form  at a time when a mushrooming of new periodical publications meant that competition in this field was fierce. 

The stories in this volume demonstrate Jacobs mastery of the kind of jolly, quick-witted humour popular with late-Victorian readers, as well as his skilful use of working-class characters, an East End milieu and nautical themes. The volume also contains the supernatural tale The Rival Beauties, giving a taste of the macabre tales for which Jacobs would also become famous.
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One of the magazines that regularly carried Jacobs early stories
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A CHANGE OF TREATMENT

Yes, Ive sailed under some cute skippers in my time, said the night-watchman; them that go down in big ships see the wonders o the deep, you know, he added with a sudden chuckle, but the one Im going to tell you about ought never to have been trusted out without is ma. A good many o my skippers had fads, but this one was the worst I ever sailed under.

Its some few years ago now; Id shipped on his barque, the John Elliott, as slow-going an old tub as ever I was aboard of, when I wasnt in quite a fit an proper state to know what I was doing, an I hadnt been in her two days afore I found out his obby through overhearing a few remarks made by the second mate, who came up from dinner in a hurry to make em. I dont mind saws an knives hung round the cabin, he ses to the fust mate, but when a chap has a uman and alongside is plate, studying it while folks is at their food, its more than a Christian man can stand.

Thats nothing, ses the fust mate, who had sailed with the barque afore. Hes half crazy on doctoring. We nearly had a mutiny aboard once owing to his wanting to hold a post-mortem on a man what fell from the mast-head. Wanted to see what the poor feller died of.

I call it unwholesome, ses the second mate very savage. He offered me a pill at breakfast the size of a small marble; quite put me off my feed, it did.

Of course, the skippers fad soon got known forard. But I didnt think much about it, till one day I seed old Danl Dennis sitting on a locker reading. Every now and then hed shut the book, an look up, closing is eyes, an moving his lips like a hen drinking, an then look down at the book again.

Why, Dan, I ses, whats up? you aint larning lessons at your time o life?

Yes, I am, ses Dan very soft. You might hear me say it, its this one about heart disease.

He hands over the book, which was stuck full o all kinds o diseases, and winks at me ard.

Picked it up on a book-stall, he ses; then he shut is eyes an said his piece wonderful. It made me quite queer to listen to im. Thats how I feel, ses he, when hed finished. Just strength enough to get to bed. Lend a hand, Bill, an go an fetch the doctor.

Then I see his little game, but I wasnt going to run any risks, so I just mentioned, permiscous like, to the cook as old Dan seemed rather queer, an went back an tried to borrer the book, being always fond of reading. Old Dan pretended he was too ill to hear what I was saying, an afore I could take it away from him, the skipper comes hurrying down with a bag in his and.

Whats the matter, my man? ses he, whats the matter?

Im all right, sir, ses old Dan, cept that Ive been swoonding away a little.

Tell me exactly how you feel, ses the skipper, feeling his pulse.

Then old Dan said his piece over to him, an the skipper shook his head an looked very solemn.

How long have you been like this? he ses.

Four or five years, sir, ses Dan. It aint nothing serious, sir, is it?

You lie quite still, ses the skipper, putting a little trumpet thing to his chest an then listening. Um! theres serious mischief here Im afraid, the prognotice is very bad.

Prog what, sir? ses Dan, staring.

Prognotice, ses the skipper, at least I think thats the word he said. You keep perfectly still, an Ill go an mix you up a draught, and tell the cook to get some strong beef-tea on.

Well, the skipper ad no sooner gone, than Cornish Harry, a great big lumbering chap o six feet two, goes up to old Dan, an he ses, Gimme that book.

Go away, says Dan, dont come worrying ere; you eard the skipper say how bad my prognotice was.

You lend me the book, ses Harry, ketching hold of him, or else Ill bang you first, and split to the skipper arterwards. I believe Im a bit consumptive. Anyway, Im going to see.

He dragged the book away from the old man, and began to study. There was so many complaints in it he was almost tempted to have something else instead of consumption, but he decided on that at last, an he got a cough what worried the focsle all night long, an the next day, when the skipper came down to see Dan, he could ardly ear hisself speak.

Thats a nasty cough youve got, my man, ses he, looking at Harry.

Oh, its nothing, sir, ses Harry, careless like. Ive ad it for months now off and on. I think its perspiring so of a night does it.

What? ses the skipper. Do you perspire of a night?

Dredful, ses Harry. You could wring the cloes out. I spose its healthy for me, aint it, sir?

Undo your shirt, ses the skipper, going over to him, an sticking the trumpet agin him. Now take a deep breath. Dont cough.

I cant help it, sir, ses Harry, it will come. Seems to tear me to pieces.

You get to bed at once, says the skipper, taking away the trumpet, an shaking his ed. Its a fortunate thing for you, my lad, youre in skilled hands. With care, I believe I can pull you round. How does that medicine suit you, Dan?

Beautiful, sir, says Dan. Its wonderful soothing, I slep like a new-born babe arter it.

Ill send you some more, ses the skipper. Youre not to get up mind, either of you.

All right, sir, ses the two in very faint voices, an the skipper went away arter telling us to be careful not to make a noise.

We all thought it a fine joke at first, but the airs them two chaps give themselves was something sickening. Being in bed all day, they was naturally wakeful of a night, and they used to call across the focsle inquiring arter each others healths, an waking us other chaps up. An theyd swop beef-tea an jellies with each other, an Dan ud try an coax a little port wine out o Harry, which he ad to make blood with, but Harry ud say he hadnt made enough that day, an hed drink to the better health of old Dans prognotice, an smack his lips until it drove us amost crazy to ear him.

Arter these chaps had been ill two days, the other fellers began to put their heads together, being maddened by the smell o beef-tea an the like, an said they was going to be ill too, and both the invalids got into a fearful state of excitement.

Youll only spoil it for all of us, ses Harry, and you dont know what to have without the book.

Its all very well doing your work as well as our own, ses one of the men. Its our turn now. Its time you two got well.

WELL? ses Harry, well? Why you silly iggernerant chaps, we shant never get well, people with our complaints never do. You ought to know that.

Well, I shall split, ses one of them. You do! ses Harry, you do, an Ill put a ed on you that all the port wine and jellies in the world wouldnt cure. Sides, dont you think the skipper knows whats the matter with us?

Afore the other chap could reply, the skipper hisself comes down, accompanied by the fust mate, with a look on his face which made Harry give the deepest and hollowest cough hed ever done.

What they reely want, ses the skipper, turning to the mate, is keerful nussing.

I wish youd let me nuss em, ses the fust mate, only ten minutes  Id put em both on their legs, an running for their lives into the bargain, in ten minutes.

Hold your tongue, sir, ses the skipper; what you say is unfeeling, besides being an insult to me. Do you think I studied medicine all these years without knowing when a mans ill?

The fust mate growled something and went on deck, and the skipper started examining of em again. He said they was wonderfully patient lying in bed so long, an he had em wrapped up in bedcloes and carried on deck, so as the pure air could have a go at em. WE had to do the carrying, an there they sat, breathing the pure air, and looking at the fust mate out of the corners of their eyes. If they wanted anything from below one of us had to go an fetch it, an by the time they was taken down to bed again, we all resolved to be took ill too.

Only two of em did it though, for Harry, who was a powerful, ugly-tempered chap, swore hed do all sorts o dreadful things to us if we didnt keep well and hearty, an all cept these two did. One of em, Mike Rafferty, laid up with a swelling on his ribs, which I knew myself he ad ad for fifteen years, and the other chap had paralysis. I never saw a man so reely happy as the skipper was. He was up an down with his medicines and his instruments all day long, and used to make notes of the cases in a big pocket-book, and read em to the second mate at mealtimes.

The focsle had been turned into hospital about a week, an I was on deck doing some odd job or the other, when the cook comes up to me pulling a face as long as a fiddle.

Nother invalid, ses he; fust mates gone stark, staring mad!

Mad? ses I.

Yes, ses he. Hes got a big basin in the galley, an hes laughing like a hyener an mixing bilge-water an ink, an paraffin an butter an soap an all sorts o things up together. The smells enough to kill a man; Ive had to come away.

Curious-like, I jest walked up to the galley an puts my ed in, an there was the mate as the cook said, smiling all over his face, and ladling some thick sticky stuff into a stone bottle.

Hows the pore sufferers, sir? ses he, stepping out of the galley jest as the skipper was going by.

Theyre very bad; but I hope for the best, ses the skipper, looking at him hard. Im glad to see youve turned a bit more feeling.

Yes, sir, ses the mate. I didnt think so at fust, but I can see now them chaps is all very ill. Youll scuse me saying it, but I dont quite approve of your treatment.

I thought the skipper would ha bust.

My treatment? ses he. My treatment? What do you know about it?

Youre treating em wrong, sir, ses the mate. I have here (patting the jar) a remedy which ud cure them all if youd only let me try it.

Pooh! ses the skipper. One medicine cure all diseases! The old story. What is it? Whered you get it from? ses he.

I brought the ingredients aboard with me, ses the mate. Its a wonderful medicine discovered by my grandmother, an if I might only try it Id thoroughly cure them pore chaps.

Rubbish! ses the skipper.

Very well, sir, ses the mate, shrugging his shoulders. O course, if you wont let me you wont. Still I tell you, if youd let me try Id cure em all in two days. Thats a fair challenge.

Well, they talked, and talked, and talked, until at last the skipper give way and went down below with the mate, and told the chaps they was to take the new medicine for two days, jest to prove the mate was wrong.

Let pore old Dan try it first, sir, ses Harry, starting up, an sniffing as the mate took the cork out; hes been awful bad since youve been away.

Harrys worse than I am, sir, ses Dan; its only his kind heart that makes him say that.

It dont matter which is fust, ses the mate, filling a tablespoon with it, theres plenty for all. Now, Harry.

Take it, ses the skipper.

Harry took it, an the fuss he made youd ha thought he was swallering a football. It stuck all round his mouth, and he carried on so dredful that the other invalids was half sick afore it came to them.

By the time the other three ad ad theirs it was as good as a pantermime, an the mate corked the bottle up, and went an sat down on a locker while they tried to rinse their mouths out with the luxuries which had been given em.

How do you feel? ses the skipper.

Im dying, ses Dan.

Som I, ses Harry; I bleeve the mates pisoned us.

The skipper looks over at the mate very stern an shakes his ed slowly.

Its all right, ses the mate. Its always like that the first dozen or so doses.

Dozen or so doses! ses old Dan, in a far-away voice.

It has to be taken every twenty minutes, ses the mate, pulling out his pipe and lighting it; an the four men groaned all together.

I cant allow it, ses the skipper, I cant allow it. Mens lives mustnt be sacrificed for an experiment.

T aint a experiment, ses the mate very indignant, its an old family medicine.

Well, they shant have any more, ses the skipper firmly.

Look here, ses the mate. If I kill any one o these men Ill give you twenty pound. Honour bright, I will.

Make it twenty-five, ses the skipper, considering.

Very good, ses the mate. Twenty-five; I cant say no fairer than that, can I? Its about time for another dose now.

He gave em another tablespoonful all round as the skipper left, an the chaps what wasnt invalids nearly bust with joy. He wouldnt let em have anything to take the taste out, cos he said it didnt give the medicine a chance, an he told us other chaps to remove the temptation, an you bet we did.

After the fifth dose, the invalids began to get desperate, an when they heard theyd got to be woke up every twenty minutes through the night to take the stuff, they sort o give up. Old Dan said he felt a gentle glow stealing over him and strengthening him, and Harry said that it felt like a healing balm to his lungs. All of em agreed it was a wonderful sort o medicine, an arter the sixth dose the man with paralysis dashed up on deck, and ran up the rigging like a cat. He sat there for hours spitting, an swore hed brain anybody who interrupted him, an arter a little while Mike Rafferty went up and jined him, an it the fust mates ears didnt burn by reason of the things them two pore sufferers said about im, they ought to.

They was all doing full work next day, an though, ocourse, the skipper saw how hed been done, he didnt allude to it. Not in words, that is; but when a man tries to make four chaps do the work of eight, an hits em when they dont, its a easy job to see where the shoe pinches.


A LOVE PASSAGE

The mate was leaning against the side of the schooner, idly watching a few red-coated linesmen lounging on the Tower Quay. Careful mariners were getting out their side-lights, and careless lightermen were progressing by easy bumps from craft to craft on their way up the river. A tug, half burying itself in its own swell, rushed panting by, and a faint scream came from aboard an approaching skiff as it tossed in the wash.

JESSICA ahoy! bawled a voice from the skiff as she came rapidly alongside.

The mate, roused from his reverie, mechanically caught the line and made it fast, moving with alacrity as he saw that the captains daughter was one of the occupants. Before he had got over his surprise she was on deck with her boxes, and the captain was paying off the watermen.

Youve seen my daughter Hetty afore, havent you? said the skipper. Shes coming with us this trip. Youd better go down and make up her bed, Jack, in that spare bunk.

Ay, ay, said the mate dutifully, moving off.

Thank you, Ill do it myself, said the scandalised Hetty, stepping forward hastily.

As you please, said the skipper, leading the way below. Lets have a light on, Jack.

The mate struck a match on his boot, and lit the lamp.

Theres a few things in therell want moving, said the skipper, as he opened the door. I dont know where were to keep the onions now, Jack.

Well find a place for em, said the mate confidently, as he drew out a sack and placed it on the table.

Im not going to sleep in there, said the visitor decidedly, as she peered in. Ugh! theres a beetle. Ugh!

Its quite dead, said the mate reassuringly. Ive never seen a live beetle on this ship.

I want to go home, said the girl. Youve no business to make me come when I dont want to.

You should behave yourself then, said her father magisterially. What about sheets, Jack; and pillers?

The mate sat on the table, and, grasping his chin, pondered. Then as his gaze fell upon the pretty, indignant face of the passenger, he lost the thread of his ideas.

Shell have to have some o my things for the present, said the skipper.

Why not, said the mate, looking up again why not let her have your state-room?

Cos I want it myself, replied the other calmly.

The mate blushed for him, and, the girl leaving them to arrange matters as they pleased, the two men, by borrowing here and contriving there, made up the bunk. The girl was standing by the galley when they went on deck again, an object of curious and respectful admiration to the crew, who had come on board in the meantime. She stayed on deck until the air began to blow fresher in the wider reaches, and then, with a brief good-night to her father, retired below.

She made up her mind to come with us rather suddenly, didnt she? inquired the mate after she had gone.

She didnt make up her mind at all, said the skipper; we did it for her, me an the missus. Its a plan on our part.

Wants strengthening? said the mate suggestively.

Well, the fact is, said the skipper, its like this, Jack; theres a friend o mine, a provision dealer in a large way o business, wants to marry my girl, and me an the missus want him to marry her, so, o course, she wants to marry someone else. Me an er mother we put our eads together and decided for her to come away. When shes at ome, instead o being out with Towson, direckly her mothers backs turned shes out with that young sprig of a clerk.

Nice-looking young feller, I spose? said the mate somewhat anxiously.

Not a bit of it, said the other firmly. Looks as though he had never had a good meal in his life. Now my friend Towson, hes all right; hes a man of about my own figger.

Shell marry the clerk, said the mate, with conviction.

Ill bet you she dont, said the skipper. Im an artful man, Jack, an I, generally speaking, get my own way. I couldnt live with my missus peaceable if it wasnt for management.

The mate smiled safely in the darkness, the skippers management consisting chiefly of slavish obedience.

Ive got a cabinet fortygraph of him for the cabin mantel-piece, Jack, continued the wily father. He gave it to me o purpose. Shell see that when she wont see the clerk, an by-and-bye shell fall into our way of thinking. Anyway, shes going to stay here till she does.

You know your way about, capn, said the mate, in pretended admiration.

The skipper laid his finger on his nose, and winked at the mainmast. Theres few can show me the way, Jack, he answered softly; very few. Now I want you to help me too; I want you to talk to her a great deal.

Ay, ay, said the mate, winking at the mast in his turn.

Admire the fortygraph on the mantel-piece, said the skipper.

I will, said the other.

Tell her about a lot o young girls you know as married young middle-aged men, an loved em more an more every day of their lives, continued the skipper.

Not another word, said the mate. I know just what you want. She shant marry the clerk if I can help it.

The other turned and gripped him warmly by the hand. If ever you are a father yourself, Jack, he said with emotion, I hope as how somebodyll stand by you as youre standing by me.

The mate was relieved the next day when he saw the portrait of Towson. He stroked his moustache, and felt that he gained in good looks every time he glanced at it.

Breakfast finished, the skipper, who had been on deck all night, retired to his bunk. The mate went on deck and took charge, watching with great interest the movements of the passenger as she peered into the galley and hotly assailed the cooks method of washing up.

Dont you like the sea? he inquired politely, as she came and sat on the cabin skylight.

Miss Alsen shook her head dismally. Ive got to like it, she remarked.

Your father was saying something to me about it, said the mate guardedly.

Did he tell the cook and the cabin boy too? inquired Miss Alsen, flushing somewhat. What did he tell you?

Told me about a man named Towson, said the mate, becoming intent on the sails, and  another fellow.

I took a little notice of HIM just to spoil the other, said the girl, not that I cared for him. I cant understand a girl caring for any man. Great, clumsy, ugly things.

You dont like him then? said the mate.

Of course not, said the girl, tossing her head.

And yet they ve sent you to sea to get out of his way, said the mate meditatively. Well, the best thing you can do  His hardihood failed him at the pitch.

Go on, said the girl.

Well, its this way, said the mate, coughing; theyve sent you to sea to get you out of this fellows way, so if you fall in love with somebody on the ship theyll send you home again.

So they will, said the girl eagerly. Ill pretend to fall in love with that nice-looking sailor you call Harry. What a lark!

I shouldnt do that, said the mate gravely.

Why not? said the girl.

Tisnt discipline, said the mate very firmly; it wouldnt do at all. Hes before the mast.

Oh, I see, remarked Miss Alsen, smiling scornfully.

I only mean pretend, of course, said the mate, colouring. Just to oblige you.

Of course, said the girl calmly. Well, how are we to be in love?

The mate flushed darkly. I dont know much about such things, he said at length; but well have to look at each other, and all that sort of thing, you know.

I dont mind that, said the girl.

Then well get on by degrees, said the other. I expect we shall both find it come easier after a time.

Anything to get home again, said the girl, rising and walking slowly away.

The mate began his part of the love-making at once, and, fixing a gaze of concentrated love on the object of his regard, nearly ran down a smack. As he had prognosticated, it came easy to him, and other well-marked symptoms, such as loss of appetite and a partiality for bright colours, developed during the day. Between breakfast and tea he washed five times, and raised the ire of the skipper to a dangerous pitch by using the ships butter to remove tar from his fingers.

By ten oclock that night he was far advanced in a profound melancholy. All the looking had been on his side, and, as he stood at the wheel keeping the schooner to her course, he felt a fellow-feeling for the hapless Towson, His meditations were interrupted by a slight figure which emerged from the companion, and, after a moments hesitation, came and took its old seat on the skylight.

Calm and peaceful up here, isnt it? said he, after waiting some time for her to speak. Stars are very bright to-night.

Dont talk to me, said Miss Alsen snappishly.

Why doesnt this nasty little ship keep still? I believe its you making her jump about like this.

Me? said the mate in amazement.

Yes, with that wheel.

I can assure you   began the mate.

Yes, I knew youd say so, said the girl.

Come and steer yourself, said the mate; then youll see.

Much to his surprise she came, and, leaning limply against the wheel, put her little hands on the spokes, while the mate explained the mysteries of the compass. As he warmed with his subject he ventured to put his hands on the same spokes, and, gradually becoming more venturesome, boldly supported her with his arm every time the schooner gave a lurch.

Thank you, said Miss Alsen, coldly extricating herself, as the male fancied another lurch was coming. Good-night.

She retired to the cabin as a dark figure, which was manfully knuckling the last remnant of sleep from its eyelids, stood before the mate, chuckling softly.

Clear night, said the seaman, as he took the wheel in his great paws.

Beastly, said the mate absently, and, stifling a sigh, went below and turned in.

He lay awake for a few minutes, and then, well satisfied with the days proceedings, turned over and fell asleep. He was pleased to discover, when he awoke, that the slight roll of the night before had disappeared, and that there was hardly any motion on the schooner. The passenger herself was already at the breakfast-table.

Capns on deck, I spose? said the mate, preparing to resume negotiations where they were broken off the night before. I hope you feel better than you did last night.

Yes, thank you, said she.

Youll make a good sailor in time, said the mate.

I hope not, said Miss Alsen, who thought it time to quell a gleam of peculiar tenderness plainly apparent in the mates eyes. I shouldnt like to be a sailor even if I were a man.

Why not? inquired the other.

I dont know, said the girl meditatively; but sailors are generally such scrubby little men, arent they?

SCUBBY? repeated the mate, in a dazed voice.

Id sooner be a soldier, she continued; I like soldiers  theyre so manly. I wish there was one here now.

What for? inquired the mate, in the manner of a sulky schoolboy.

If there was a man like that here now, said Miss Alsen thoughtfully, Id dare him to mustard old Towsons nose.

Do what? inquired the astonished mate.

Mustard old Towsons nose, said Miss Alsen, glancing lightly from the cruet-stand to the portrait.

The infatuated man hesitated a moment, and then, reaching over to the cruet, took out the spoon, and with a pale, determined face, indignantly daubed the classic features of the provision dealer. His indignation was not lessened by the behaviour of the temptress, who, instead of fawning upon him for his bravery, crammed her handkerchief to her mouth and giggled foolishly.

Wheres father, she said suddenly, as a step sounded above. Oh, you will get it!

She rose from her seat, and, standing aside to let her father pass, went on deck. The skipper sank on to a locker, and, raising the tea-pot, poured himself out a cup of tea, which he afterwards decanted into a saucer. He had just raised it to his lips, when he saw something over the rim of it which made him put it down again untasted, and stare blankly at the mantel-piece.

Who the  what the  who the devils done this? he inquired in a strangulated voice, as he rose and regarded the portrait.

I did, said the mate.

You did? roared the other. You? What for?

I dont know, said the mate awkwardly. Something seemed to come over me all of a sudden, and I felt as though I MUST do it.

But what for? Wheres the sense of it? said the skipper.

The mate shook his head sheepishly.

But what did you want to do such a monkey-trick FOR? roared the skipper.

I dont know, said the mate doggedly; but its done, aint it? and its no good talking about it.

The skipper looked at him in wrathful perplexity. Youd better have advice when we get to port, Jack, he said at length; the last few weeks Ive noticed youve been a bit strange in your manner. You go an show that ed of yours to a doctor.

The mate grunted, and went on deck for sympathy, but, finding Miss Alsen in a mood far removed from sentiment, and not at all grateful, drew off whistling. Matters were in this state when the skipper appeared, wiping his mouth.

Ive put another portrait on the mantel-piece, Jack, he said menacingly; its the only other one Ive got, an I wish you to understand that if that only smells mustard, therell be such a row in this ere ship that you wont be able to ear yourself speak for the noise.

He moved off with dignity as his daughter, who had overheard the remark, came sidling up to the mate and smiled on him agreeably.

Hes put another portrait there, she said softly.

Youll find the mustard-pot in the cruet, said the mate coldly.

Miss Alsen turned and watched her father as he went forward, and then, to the mates surprise, went below without another word. A prey to curiosity, but too proud to make any overture, he compromised matters by going and standing near the companion.

Mate! said a stealthy whisper at the foot of the ladder.

The mate gazed calmly out to sea.

Jack! said the girl again, in a lower whisper than before.

The mate went hot all over, and at once descended. He found Miss Alsen, her eyes sparkling, with the mustard-pot in her left hand and the spoon in her right, executing a war-dance in front of the second portrait.

Dont do it, said the mate, in alarm.

Why not? she inquired, going within an inch of it.

Hell think its me, said the mate.

Thats why I called you down here, said she; you dont think I wanted you, do you?

You put that spoon down, said the mate, who was by no means desirous of another interview with the skipper.

Shant! said Miss Alsen.

The mate sprang at her, but she dodged round the table. He leaned over, and, catching her by the left arm, drew her towards him; then, with her flushed, laughing face close to his, he forgot everything else, and kissed her.

Oh! said Hetty indignantly.

Will you give it to me now? said the mate, trembling at his boldness.

Take it, said she. She leaned across the table, and, as the mate advanced, dabbed viciously at him with the spoon. Then she suddenly dropped both articles on the table and moved away, as the mate, startled by a footstep at the door, turned a flushed visage, ornamented with three streaks of mustard, on to the dumbfounded skipper.

Sakes alive! said that astonished mariner, as soon as he could speak; if he aint a-mustarding his own face now  I never eard of such a thing in all my life. Dont go near im, Hetty. Jack!

Well, said the mate, wiping his smarting face with his handkerchief.

Youve never been took like this before? queried the skipper anxiously.

Ocourse not, said the mortified mate.

Dont you say ocourse not to me, said the other warmly, after behaving like this. A straight weskits what you want. Ill go an see old Ben about it. Hes got an uncle in a sylum. You come up too, my girl.

He went in search of Ben, oblivious of the fact that his daughter, instead of following him, came no farther than the door, where she stood and regarded her victim compassionately.

Im so sorry, she said Does it smart?

A little, said the mate; dont you trouble about me.

You see what you get for behaving badly, said Miss Alsen judicially.

Its worth it, said the mate, brightening.

Im afraid itll blister, said she. She crossed over to him, and putting her head on one side, eyed the traces wisely. Three marks, she said.

I only had one, suggested the mate.

One what? enquired Hetty.

Those, said the mate.

In full view of the horrified skipper, who was cautiously peeping at the supposed lunatic through the skylight, he kissed her again.

You can go away, Ben, said the skipper huskily to the expert. Dye hear, you can go AWAY, and not a word about this, mind.

The expert went away grumbling, and the father, after another glance, which showed him his daughter nestling comfortably on the mates right shoulder, stole away and brooded darkly over this crowning complication. An ordinary man would have run down and interrupted them; the master of the Jessica thought he could attain his ends more certainly by diplomacy, and so careful was his demeanour that the couple in the cabin had no idea that they had been observed  the mate listening calmly to a lecture on incipient idiocy which the skipper thought it advisable to bestow.

Until the mid-day meal on the day following he made no sign. If anything he was even more affable than usual, though his wrath rose at the glances which were being exchanged across the table.

By the way, Jack, he said at length, whats become of Kitty Loney?

Who? inquired the mate. Whos Kitty Loney?

It was now the skippers turn to stare, and he did it admirably.

Kitty Loney, he said in surprise, the little girl you are going to marry.

Who are you getting at? said the mate, going scarlet as he met the gaze opposite.

I dont know what you mean, said the skipper with dignity. Im allooding to Kitty Loney, the little girl in the red hat and white feathers you introduced to me as your future.

The mate sank back in his seat, and regarded him with open-mouthed, horrified astonishment.

You dont mean to say youve chucked er, pursued the heartless skipper, after getting an advance from me to buy the ring with, too? Didnt you buy the ring with the money?

No, said the mate, I  oh, no  of course  what on earth are you talking about?

The skipper rose from his seat and regarded him sorrowfully but severely. Im sorry, Jack, he said stiffly, if Ive said anything to annoy you, or anyway hurt your feelings. O course its your business, not mine. Praps youll say you never heard o Kitty Loney?

I do say so, said the bewildered mate; I do say so.

The skipper eyed him sternly, and without another word left the cabin. If shes like her mother, he said to himself, chuckling as he went up the companion-ladder, I think thatll do.

There was an awkward pause after his departure. Im sure I dont know what you must think of me, said the mate at length, but I dont know what your fathers talking about.

I dont think anything, said Hetty calmly. Pass the potatoes, please.

I suppose its a joke of his, said the mate, complying.

And the salt, said she; thank you.

But you dont believe it? said the mate pathetically.

Oh, dont be silly, said the girl calmly. What does it matter whether I do or not?

It matters a great deal, said the mate gloomily. Its life or death to me.

Oh, nonsense, said Hetty. She wont know of your foolishness. I wont tell her.

I tell you, said the mate desperately, there never was a Kitty Loney. What do you think of that?

I think you are very mean, said the girl scornfully; dont talk to me any more, please.

Just as you like, said the mate, beginning to lose his temper.

He pushed his plate from him and departed, while the girl, angry and resentful, put the potatoes back as being too floury for consumption in the circumstances.

For the remainder of the passage she treated him with a politeness and good humour through which he strove in vain to break. To her surprise her father made no objection, at the end of the voyage, when she coaxingly suggested going back by train; and the mate, as they sat at dummy-whist on the evening before her departure, tried in vain to discuss the journey in an unconcerned fashion.

Itll be a long journey, said Hetty, who still liked him well enough to make him smart a bit, Whats trumps?

Youll be all right, said her father. Spades.

He won for the third time that evening, and, feeling wonderfully well satisfied with the way in which he had played his cards generally, could not resist another gibe at the crestfallen mate.

Youll have to give up playing cards and all that sort o thing when youre married, Jack, said he.

Ay, ay, said the mate recklessly, Kitty dont like cards.

I thought there was no Kitty, said the girl, looking up, scornfully.

She dont like cards, repeated the mate. Lord, what a spree we had. Capn, when we went to the Crystal Palace with her that night.

Ay, that we did, said the skipper.

Remember the roundabouts? said the mate.

I do, said the skipper merrily. Ill never forget em.

You and that friend of hers, Bessie Watson, lord how you did go on! continued the mate, in a sort of ecstasy. The skipper stiffened suddenly in his chair. What on earth are you talking about? he inquired gruffly.

Bessie Watson, said the mate, in tones of innocent surprise. Little girl in a blue hat with white feathers, and a blue frock, that came with us.

Youre drunk, said the skipper, grinding his teeth, as he saw the trap into which he had walked.

Dont you remember when you two got lost, an me and Kitty were looking all over the place for you? demanded the mate, still in the same tones of pleasant reminiscence.

He caught Hettys eye, and noticed with a thrill that it beamed with soft and respectful admiration.

Youve been drinking, repeated the skipper, breathing hard. How dare you talk like that afore my daughter?

Its only right I should know, said Hetty, drawing herself up. I wonder what motherll say to it all?

You say anything to your mother if you dare, said the now maddened skipper. You know what she is. Its all the mates nonsense.

Im very sorry, capn, said the mate, if Ive said anything to annoy you, or anyway hurt your feelings. O course its your business, not mine. Perhaps youll say you never heard o Bessie Watson?

Mother shall hear of her, said Hetty, while her helpless sire was struggling for breath.

Perhaps youll tell us who this Bessie Watson is, and where she lives? he said at length.

She lives with Kitty Loney, said the mate simply.

The skipper rose, and his demeanour was so alarming that Hetty shrank instinctively to the mate for protection. In full view of his captain, the mate placed his arm about her waist, and in this position they confronted each other for some time in silence. Then Hetty looked up and spoke.

Im going home by water, she said briefly.


THE CAPTAINS EXPLOIT

It was a wet, dreary night in that cheerless part of the great metropolis known as Wapping. The rain, which had been falling heavily for hours, still fell steadily on to the sloppy pavements and roads, and joining forces in the gutter, rushed impetuously to the nearest sewer. The two or three streets which had wedged themselves in between the docks and the river, and which, as a matter of fact, really comprise the beginning and end of Wapping, were deserted, except for a belated van crashing over the granite roads, or the chance form of a dock-labourer plodding doggedly along, with head bent in distaste for the rain, and hands sunk in trouser-pockets.

Beastly night, said Captain Bing, as he rolled out of the private bar of the Sailors Friend, and, ignoring the presence of the step, took a little hurried run across the pavement. Not fit for a dog to be out in.

He kicked, as he spoke, at a shivering cur which was looking in at the crack of the bar-door, with a hazy view of calling its attention to the matter, and then, pulling up the collar of his rough pea-jacket, stepped boldly out into the rain. Three or four minutes walk, or rather roll, brought him to a dark narrow passage, which ran between two houses to the water-side. By a slight tack to starboard at a critical moment he struck the channel safely, and followed it until it ended in a flight of old stone steps, half of which were under water.

Where for? inquired a man, starting up from a small penthouse formed of rough pieces of board.

Schooner in the tier, Smiling Jane, said the captain gruffly, as he stumbled clumsily into a boat and sat down in the stern. Why dont you have better seats in this ere boat?

Theyre there, if youll look for them, said the waterman; and youll find em easier sitting than that bucket.

Why dont you put em where a man can see em? inquired the captain, raising his voice a little.

The other opened his mouth to reply, but realising that it would lead to a long and utterly futile argument, contented himself with asking his fare to trim the boat better; and, pushing off from the steps, pulled strongly through the dark lumpy water. The tide was strong, so that they made but slow progress.

When I was a young man, said the fare with severity, Id ha pulled this boat across and back afore now.

When you was a young man, said the man at the oars, who had a local reputation as a wit, there wasnt no boats; they was all Noahs arks then.

Stow your gab, said the captain, after a pause of deep thought.

The other, whose besetting sin was certainly not loquacity, ejected a thin stream of tobacco-juice over the side, spat on his hands, and continued his laborious work until a crowd of dark shapes, surmounted by a network of rigging, loomed up before them.

Now, which is your little barge? he inquired, tugging strongly to maintain his position against the fast-flowing tide.

Smiling Jane said his fare.

Ah, said the waterman, Smiling Jane, is it? You sit there, capn, an Ill row round all their sterns while you strike matches and look at the names. Well have quite a nice little evening.

There she is, cried the captain, who was too muddled to notice the sarcasm; theres the little beauty. Steady, my lad.

He reached out his hand as he spoke, and as the boat jarred violently against a small schooner, seized a rope which hung over the side, and, swaying to and fro, fumbled in his pocket for the fare.

Steady, old boy, said the waterman affectionately. He had just received twopence-halfpenny and a shilling by mistake for threepence. Easy up the side. You aint such a pretty figger as you was when your old woman made such a bad bargain.

The captain paused in his climb, and poising himself on one foot, gingerly felt for his tormentors head with the other. Not finding it, he flung his leg over the bulwark, and gained the deck of the vessel as the boat swung round with the tide and disappeared in the darkness.

All turned in, said the captain, gazing owlishly at the deserted deck. Well, theres a good hour an a half afore we start; Ill turn in too.

He walked slowly aft, and sliding back the companion-hatch, descended into a small evil-smelling cabin, and stood feeling in the darkness for the matches. They were not to be found, and, growling profanely, he felt his way to the state-room, and turned in all standing.

It was still dark when he awoke, and hanging over the edge of the bunk, cautiously felt for the floor with his feet, and having found it, stood thoughtfully scratching his head, which seemed to have swollen to abnormal proportions.

Time they were getting under weigh, he said at length, and groping his way to the foot of the steps, he opened the door of what looked like a small pantry, but which was really the mates boudoir.

Jem, said the captain gruffly.

There was no reply, and jumping to the conclusion that he was above, the captain tumbled up the steps and gained the deck, which, as far as he could see, was in the same deserted condition as when he left it. Anxious to get some idea of the time, he staggered to the side and looked over. The tide was almost at the turn, and the steady clank, clank of neighbouring windlasses showed that other craft were just getting under weigh. A barge, its red light turning the water to blood, with a huge wall of dark sail, passed noiselessly by, the indistinct figure of a man leaning skilfully upon the tiller.

As these various signs of life and activity obtruded themselves upon the skipper of the Smiling Jane, his wrath rose higher and higher as he looked around the wet, deserted deck of his own little craft. Then he walked forward and thrust his head down the forecastle hatchway.

As he expected, there was a complete sleeping chorus below; the deep satisfied snoring of half-a-dozen seamen, who, regardless of the tide and their captains feelings, were slumbering sweetly, in blissful ignorance of all that the Lancet might say upon the twin subjects of overcrowding and ventilation.

Below there, you lazy thieves! roared the captain; tumble up, tumble up!

The snores stopped. Ay, ay! said a sleepy voice. Whats the matter, master?

Matter! repeated the other, choking violently. Aint you going to sail to-night?

To-night! said another voice, in surprise. Why, I thought we wasnt going to sail till Wensday.

Not trusting himself to reply, so careful was he of the morals of his men, the skipper went and leaned over the side and communed with the silent water. In an incredibly short space of time five or six dusky figures pattered up on to the deck, and a minute or two later the harsh clank of the windlass echoed far and wide.

The captain took the wheel. A fat and very sleepy seaman put up the side-lights, and the little schooner, detaching itself by the aid of boat-hooks and fenders from the neighbouring craft, moved slowly down with the tide. The men, in response to the captains fervent orders, climbed aloft, and sail after sail was spread to the gentle breeze.

Hi! you there, cried the captain to one of the men who stood near him, coiling up some loose line.

Sir? said the man.

Where is the mate? inquired the captain.

Man with red whiskers and pimply nose? said the man interrogatively.

Thats him to a hair, answered the other.

Aint seen him since he took me on at eleven, said the man. How many new hands are there?

I bleeve were all fresh, was the reply. I dont believe some of em have ever smelt salt water afore.

The mates been at it again, said the captain warmly, thats what he has. Hes done it afore and got left behind. Them what cant stand drink, my man, shouldnt take it, remember that.

He said we wasnt going to sail till Wensday, remarked the man, who found the captains attitude rather trying.

Hell get sacked, thats what hell get, said the captain warmly. I shall report him as soon as I get ashore.

The subject exhausted, the seaman returned to his work, and the captain continued steering in moody silence.

Slowly, slowly darkness gave way to light. The different portions of the craft, instead of all being blurred into one, took upon themselves shape, and stood out wet and distinct in the cold grey of the breaking day. But the lighter it became, the harder the skipper stared and rubbed his eyes, and looked from the deck to the flat marshy shore, and from the shore back to the deck again.

Here, come here, he cried, beckoning to one of the crew.

Yessir, said the man, advancing.

Theres something in one of my eyes, faltered the skipper. I cant see straight; everything seems mixed up. Now, speaking deliberate and without any hurry, which side o the ship do you say the cooks galleys on?

Starboard, said the man promptly, eyeing him with astonishment.

Starboard, repeated the other softly. He says starboard, and thats what it seems to me. My lad, yesterday morning it was on the port side.

The seaman received this astounding communication with calmness, but, as a slight concession to appearances, said Lor!

And the water-cask, said the skipper; what colour is it?

Green, said the man.

Not white? inquired the skipper, leaning heavily upon the wheel.

Whitish-green, said the man, who always believed in keeping in with his superior officers.

The captain swore at him.

By this time two or three of the crew who had over-heard part of the conversation had collected aft, and now stood in a small wondering knot before their strange captain.

My lads, said the latter, moistening his dry lips with his tongue, I name no names  I dont know em yet  and I cast no suspicions, but somebody has been painting up and altering this ere craft, and twisting things about until a man ud hardly know her. Now whats the little game?

There was no answer, and the captain, who was seeing things clearer and clearer in the growing light, got paler and paler.

I must be going crazy, he muttered. Is this the SMILING JANE, or am I dreaming?

It aint the SMILING JANE, said one of the seamen; leastways, he added cautiously, it wasnt when I came aboard.

Not the SMILING JANE! roared the skipper; what is it, then?

Why, the MARY ANN, chorused the astonished crew.

My lads, faltered the agonised captain after a long pause. My lads He stopped and swallowed something in his throat. Ive been and brought away the wrong ship, he continued with an effort; thats what Ive done. I must have been bewitched.

Well, whos having the little game now? inquired a voice.

Somebody elsell be sacked as well as the mate, said another.

We must take her back, said the captain, raising his voice to drown these mutterings. Stand by there!

The bewildered crew went to their posts, the captain gave his orders in a voice which had never been so subdued and mellow since it broke at the age of fourteen, and the Mary Ann took in sail, and, dropping her anchor, waited patiently for the turning of the tide.




	

	

	











The church bells in Wapping and Rotherhithe were just striking the hour of mid-day, though they were heard by few above the noisy din of workers on wharves and ships, as a short stout captain, and a mate with red whiskers and a pimply nose, stood up in a watermans boat in the centre of the river, and gazed at each other in blank astonishment.

Shes gone, clean gone! murmured the bewildered captain.

Clean as a whistle, said the mate. The new hands must ha run away with her.

Then the bereaved captain raised his voice, and pronounced a pathetic and beautiful eulogy upon the departed vessel, somewhat marred by an appendix in which he consigned the new hands, their heirs, and descendants, to everlasting perdition.

Ahoy! said the waterman, who was getting tired of the business, addressing a grimy-looking seaman hanging meditatively over the side of a schooner. Wheres the Mary Ann?

Went away at half-past one this morning, was the reply.

Cos heres the capn an the mate, said the waterman, indicating the forlorn couple with a bob of his head.

My eyes! said the man, I spose the cooks in charge then. We was to have gone too, but our old man hasnt turned up.

Quickly the news spread amongst the craft in the tier, and many and various were the suggestions shouted to the bewildered couple from the different decks. At last, just as the captain had ordered the waterman to return to the shore, he was startled by a loud cry from the mate.

Look there! he shouted.

The captain looked. Fifty or sixty yards away, a small shamefaced-looking schooner, so it appeared to his excited imagination, was slowly approaching them. A minute later a shout went up from the other craft as she took in sail and bore slowly down upon them. Then a small boat put off to the buoy, and the Mary Ann was slowly warped into the place she had left ten hours before.

But while all this was going on, she was boarded by her captain and mate. They were met by Captain Bing, supported by his mate, who had hastily pushed off from the Smiling Jane to the assistance of his chief. In the two leading features before mentioned he was not unlike the mate of the Mary Ann, and much stress was laid upon this fact by the unfortunate Bing in his explanation. So much so, in fact, that both the mates got restless; the skipper, who was a plain man, and given to calling a spade a spade, using the word pimply with what seemed to them unnecessary iteration.

It is possible that the interview might have lasted for hours had not Bing suddenly changed his tactics and begun to throw out dark hints about standing a dinner ashore, and settling it over a friendly glass. The face of the Mary Anns captain began to clear, and, as Bing proceeded from generalities to details, a soft smile played over his expressive features. It was reflected in the faces of the mates, who by these means showed clearly that they understood the table was to be laid for four.

At this happy turn of affairs Bing himself smiled, and a little while later a ships boat containing four boon companions put off from the Mary Ann and made for the shore. Of what afterwards ensued there is no distinct record, beyond what may be gleaned from the fact that the quartette turned up at midnight arm-in-arm, and affectionately refused to be separated  even to enter the ships boat, which was waiting for them. The sailors were at first rather nonplussed, but by dint of much coaxing and argument broke up the party, and rowing them to their respective vessels, put them carefully to bed.


CONTRABAND OF WAR

A small but strong lamp was burning in the focsle of the schooner Greyhound, by the light of which a middle-aged seaman of sedate appearance sat crocheting an antimacassar. Two other men were snoring with deep content in their bunks, while a small, bright-eyed boy sat up in his, reading adventurous fiction.

Here comes old Dan, said the man with the anti-macassar warningly, as a pair of sea boots appeared at the top of the companion-ladder; better not let him see you with that paper, Billee.

The boy thrust it beneath his blankets, and, lying down, closed his eyes as the new-comer stepped on to the floor.

All asleep? inquired the latter.

The other man nodded, and Dan, without any further parley, crossed over to the sleepers and shook them roughly.

Eh! whas matter? inquired the sleepers plaintively.

Git up, said Dan impressively, I want to speak to you. Something important.

With sundry growls the men complied, and, thrusting their legs out of their bunks, rolled on to the locker, and sat crossly waiting for information.

I want to do a pore chap a good turn, said Dan, watching them narrowly out of his little black eyes, an I want you to help me; an the boy too. Its never too young to do good to your fellow-creatures, Billy.

I know it aint, said Billy, taking this as permission to join the group; I helped a drunken man home once when I was only ten years old, an when I was only

The speaker stopped, not because he had come to the end of his remarks, but because one of the seamen had passed his arm around his neck and was choking him.

Go on, said the man calmly; Ive got him. Spit it out, Dan, and none of your sermonising.

Well, its like this, Joe, said the old man; heres a pore chap, a young sojer from the depot here, an hes cut an run. Hes been in hiding in a cottage up the road two days, and he wants to git to London, and git honest work and employment, not shooting, an stabbing, an bayoneting

Stow it, said Joe impatiently.

He darent go to the railway station, and he dursent go outside in his uniform, continued Dan. My art bled for the pore young feller, an Ive promised to give im a little trip to London with us. The people hes staying with wont have him no longer. Theyve only got one bed, and directly he sees any sojers coming he goes an gits into it, whether hes got his boots on or not.

Have you told the skipper? inquired Joe sardonically.

I wont deceive you, Joe, I ave not, replied the old man. Hell have to stay down here of a daytime, an only come on deck of a night when its our watch. I told im what a lot of good-arted chaps you was, and how

How much is he going to give you? inquired Joe impatiently.

Its only fit and proper he should pay a little for the passage, said Dan.

How MUCH? demanded Joe, banging the little triangular table with his fist, and thereby causing the man with the antimacassar to drop a couple of stitches.

Twenty-five shillings, said old Dan reluctantly; an Ill spend the odd five shillings on you chaps when we git to Limehouse.

I dont want your money, said Joe; theres a empty bunk he can have; and mind, you take all the responsibility  I wont have nothing to do with it.

Thanks, Joe, said the old man, with a sigh of relief; hes a nice young chap, youre sure to take to him. Ill go and give him the tip to come aboard at once.

He ran up on deck again and whistled softly, and a figure, which had been hiding behind a pile of empties, came out, and, after looking cautiously around, dropped noiselessly on to the schooners deck, and followed its protector below.

Good evening, mates, said the linesman, gazing curiously and anxiously round him as he deposited a bundle on the table, and laid his swagger cane beside it.

Whats your height? inquired Joe abruptly. Seven foot?

No, only six foot four, said the new arrival, modestly. Im not proud of it. Its much easier for a small man to slip off than a big one.

It licks me, said Joe thoughtfully, what they want em back for  I should think theyd be glad to git rid o such  he paused a moment while politeness struggled with feeling, and added, skunks.

Praps Ive a reason for being a skunk, praps I havent, retorted Private Smith, as his face fell.

Thisll be your bunk, interposed Dan hastily; put your things in there, and when you are in yourself youll be as comfortable as a oyster in its shell.

The visitor complied, and, first extracting from the bundle some tins of meat and a bottle of whiskey, which he placed upon the table, nervously requested the honour of the present company to supper. With the exception of Joe, who churlishly climbed back into his bunk, the men complied, all agreeing that boys of Billys age should be reared on strong teetotal principles.

Supper over, Private Smith and his protectors retired to their couches, where the former lay in much anxiety until two in the morning, when they got under way.

Its all right, my lad, said Dan, after the watch had been set, as he came and stood by the deserters bunk; I ve saved you  Ive saved you for twenty-five shillings.

I wish it was more, said Private Smith politely.

The old man sighed  and waited.

Im quite cleaned out, though, continued the deserter, except fipence hapenny. I shall have to risk going home in my uniform as it is.

Ah, youll get there all right, said Dan cheerfully; and when you get home no doubt you ve got friends, and if it seems to you as you d like to give a little more to them as assisted you in the hour of need, you wont be ungrateful, my lad, I know. You aint the sort.

With these words old Dan, patting him affectionately, retired, and the soldier lay trying to sleep in his narrow quarters until he was aroused by a grip on his arm.

If you want a mouthful of fresh air you d better come on deck now, said the voice of Joe; its my watch. You can get all the sleep you want in the daytime.

Glad to escape from such stuffy quarters, Private Smith clambered out of his bunk and followed the other on deck. It was a fine clear night, and the schooner was going along under a light breeze; the seaman took the wheel, and, turning to his companion, abruptly inquired what he meant by deserting and worrying them with six foot four of underdone lobster.

Its all through my girl, said Private Smith meekly; first she jilted me, and made me join the army; now shes chucked the other fellow, and wrote to me to go back.

An now I spose the other chapll take your place in the army, said Joe. Why, a gal like that could fill a regiment, if she liked. Pah! Theyll nab you too, in that uniform, and youll get six months, and have to finish your time as well.

Its more than likely, said the soldier gloomily. Ive got to tramp to Manchester in these clothes, as far as I can see.

What did you give old Dan all your money for? inquired Joe.

I was only thinking of getting away at first, said Smith, and I had to take what was offered.

Well, Ill do what I can for you, said the seaman. If youre in love, you aint responsible for your actions. I remember the first time I got the chuck. I went into a public-house bar, and smashed all the glass and bottles I could get at. I felt as though I must do something. If you were only shorter, Id lend you some clothes.

Youre a brick, said the soldier gratefully.

I havent got any money I could lend you either, said Joe. I never do have any, somehow. But clothes you must have.

He fell into deep thought, and cocked his eye aloft as though contemplating a cutting-out expedition on the sails, while the soldier, sitting on the side of the ship, waited hopefully for a miracle.

Youd better get below again, said Joe presently.

There seems to be somebody moving below; and if the skipper sees you, youre done. Hes a regular Tartar, and hes got a brother whats a sergeant-major in the army. Hed give you up drectly if he spotted you.

Im off, said Smith; and with long, cat-like strides he disappeared swiftly below.

For two days all went well, and Dan was beginning to congratulate himself upon his little venture, when his peace of mind was rudely disturbed. The crew were down below, having their tea, when Billy, who had been to the galley for hot water, came down, white and scared.

Look here, he said nervously, Ive not had anything to do with this chap being aboard, have I?

Whats the matter? inquired Dan quickly.

Its all found out, said Billy.

WHAT! cried the crew simultaneously.

Leastways, it will be, said the youth, correcting himself. Youd better chuck him overboard while youve got time. I heard the capn tell the mate as he was coming down in the focsle to-morrow morning to look round. Hes going to have it painted.

This, said Dan, in the midst of a painful pause, this is what comes of helping a fellow-creature. Whats to be done?

Tell the skipper the focsle dont want painting, suggested Billy.

The agonised old seaman, carefully putting down his saucer of tea, cuffed his head spitefully.

Its a smooth sea, said he, looking at the perturbed countenance of Private Smith, an theres a lot of shipping about. If I was a deserter, sooner than be caught, I would slip overboard to-night with a lifebelt and take my chance.

I wouldnt, said Mr. Smith, with much decision.

You wouldnt? Not if you was quite near another ship? cooed Dan.

Not if I was near fifty blooming ships, all trying to see which could pick me up first, replied Mr. Smith, with some heat.

Then we shall have to leave you to your fate, said Dan solemnly. If a mans unreasonable, his best friends can do nothing for him.

Chuck all his clothes overboard, anyway, said Billy.

Thats a good idea o the boys. You leave his ears alone, said Joe, stopping the ready hand of the exasperated Dan. Hes got more sense than any of us. Can you think of anything else, Billy? What shall we do then?

The eyes of all were turned upon their youthful deliverer, those of Mr. Smith being painfully prominent. It was a proud moment for Billy, and he sat silent for some time, with a look of ineffable wisdom and thought upon his face. At length he spoke.

Let somebody else have a turn, he said generously.

The voice of the antimacassar worker broke the silence.

Paint him all over with stripes of different-coloured paint, and let him pretend hes mad, and didnt know how he got here, he said, with an uncontrollable ring of pride at the idea, which was very coldly received, Private Smith being noticeably hard on it.

I know, said Billy shrilly, clapping his hands. Ive got it, I ve got it. After hes chucked his clothes overboard to-night, let him go overboard too, with a line.

And tow him the rest o the way, and chuck biscuits to him, I suppose, snarled Dan.

No, said the youthful genius scornfully; pretend hes been upset from a boat, and has been swimming about, and we heard him cry out for help and rescued him.

Its about the best way out of it, said Joe, after some deliberation; its warm weather, and you wont take no harm, mate. Do it in my watch, and Ill pull you out directly.

Wouldnt it do if you just chucked a bucket of water over me and SAID youd pulled me out, suggested the victim. The other thing seems a downright LIE.

No, said Billy authoritatively, youve got to look half-drowned, and swallow a lot of water, and your eyes be all bloodshot.

Everybody being eager for the adventure, except Private Smith, the arrangements were at once concluded, and the approach of night impatiently awaited. It was just before midnight when Smith, who had forgotten for the time his troubles in sleep, was shaken into wakefulness.

Cold water, sir? said Billy gleefully.

In no mood for frivolity, Private Smith rose and followed the youth on deck. The air struck him as chill as he stood there; but, for all that, it was with a sense of relief that he saw Her Majestys uniform go over the side and sink into the dark water.

He dont look much with his padding off, does he? said Billy, who had been eyeing him critically.

You go below, said Dan sharply.

Garn, said Billy indignantly; I want to see the fun as well as you do. I thought of it.

Fun? said the old man severely. Fun? To see a feller creature suffering, and perhaps drowned

I dont think I had better go, said the victim; it seems rather underhand.

Yes, you will, said Joe. Wind this line round an round your arm, and just swim about gently till I pull you in.

Sorely against his inclination Private Smith took hold of the line, and, hanging over the side of the schooner, felt the temperature with his foot, and, slowly and tenderly, with many little gasps, committed his body to the deep. Joe paid out the line and waited, letting out more line, when the man in the water, who was getting anxious, started to come in hand over hand.

Thatll do, said Dan at length.

I think it will, said Joe, and, putting his hand to his mouth, gave a mighty shout. It was answered almost directly by startled roars from the cabin, and the skipper and mate came rushing hastily upon deck, to see the crew, in their sleeping gear, forming an excited group round Joe, and peering eagerly over the side.

Whats the matter? demanded the skipper.

Somebody in the water, sir, said Joe, relinquishing the wheel to one of the other seamen, and hauling in the line. I heard a cry from the water and threw a line, and, by gum, Ive hooked it!

He hauled in, lustily aided by the skipper, until the long white body of Private Smith, blanched with the cold, came bumping against the schooners side.

Its a mermaid, said the mate, who was inclined to be superstitious, as he peered doubtfully down at it. Let it go, Joe.

Haul it in, boys, said the skipper impatiently; and two of the men clambered over the side and, stooping down, raised it from the water.

In the midst of a puddle, which he brought with him, Private Smith was laid on the deck, and, waving his arms about, fought wildly for his breath.

Fetch one of them empties, said the skipper quickly, as he pointed to some barrels ranged along the side.

The men rolled one over, and then aided the skipper in placing the long fair form of their visitor across it, and to trundle it lustily up and down the deck, his legs forming convenient handles for the energetic operators.

Hes coming round, said the mate, checking them; hes speaking. How do you feel, my poor fellow?

He put his ear down, but the action was unnecessary. Private Smith felt bad, and, in the plainest English he could think of at the moment, said so distinctly.

Hes swearing, said the mate. He ought to be ashamed of himself.

Yes, said the skipper austerely; and him so near death too. How did you get in the water?

Went for a  swim, panted Smith surlily.

SWIM? echoed the skipper. Why, were ten miles from land!

His minds wandering, pore feller, interrupted Joe hurriedly. What boat did you fall out of, matey?

A row-boat, said Smith, trying to roll out of reach of the skipper, who was down on his knees flaying him alive with a roller-towel. I had to undress in the water to keep afloat. Ive lost all my clothes.

Pore feller, said Dan.

A gold watch and chain, my purse, and three of the nicest fellers that ever breathed, continued Smith, who was now entering into the spirit of the thing.

Poor chaps, said the skipper solemnly. Any of em leave any family?

Four, said Smith sadly.

Children? queried the mate.

Families, said Smith.

Look here, said the mate, but the watchful Joe interrupted him.

His minds wandering, said he hastily. He cant count, pore chap. We d better git him to bed.

Ah, do, said the skipper, and, assisted by his friends, the rescued man was half led, half carried below and put between the blankets, where he lay luxuriously sipping a glass of brandy and water, sent from the cabin.

Howd I do it? he inquired, with a satisfied air.

There was no need to tell all them lies about it, said Dan sharply; instead of one little lie you told half-a-dozen. I dont want nothing more to do with you. You start afresh now, like a new-born babe.

All right, said Smith shortly; and, being very much fatigued with his exertions, and much refreshed by the brandy, fell into a deep and peaceful sleep.

The morning was well advanced when he awoke, and the focsle empty except for the faithful Joe, who was standing by his side, with a heap of clothing under his arm.

Try these on, said he, as Smith stared at him half awake; theyll be better than nothing, at any rate.

The soldier leaped from his bunk and gratefully proceeded to dress himself, Joe eyeing him critically as the trousers climbed up his long legs, and the sleeves of the jacket did their best to conceal his elbows.

What do I look like? he inquired anxiously, as he finished.

Six foot an a half o misery, piped the shrill voice of Billy promptly, as he thrust his head in at the focsle. You cant go to church in those clothes.

Well, theyll do for the ship, but you cant go ashore in em, said Joe, as he edged towards the ladder, and suddenly sprang up a step or two to let fly at the boy, The old man wants to see you; be careful what you say to him.

With a very unsuccessful attempt to appear unconscious of the figure he cut, Smith went up on deck for the interview.

We cant do anything until we get to London, said the skipper, as he made copious notes of Smiths adventures. As soon as we get there, Ill lend you the money to telegraph to your friends to tell em youre safe and to send you some clothes, and of course youll have free board and lodging till it comes, and Ill write out an account of it for the newspapers.

Youre very good, said Smith blankly.

And I dont know what you are, said the skipper, interrogatively; but you ought to go in for swimming as a profession  six hours swimming about like that is wonderful.

You dont know what you can do till you have to, said Smith modestly, as he backed slowly away; but I never want to see the water again as long as I live.

The two remaining days of their passage passed all too quickly for the men, who were casting about for some way out of the difficulty which they foresaw would arise when they reached London.

If youd only got decent clothes, said Joe, as they passed Gravesend, you could go off and send a telegram, and not come back; but you couldnt go five yards in them things without having a crowd after you.

I shall have to be taken I spose, said Smith moodily.

An poor old Danll get six months hard for helping you off, said Joe sympathetically, as a bright idea occurred to him.

Rubbish! said Dan uneasily. He can stick to his tale of being upset; anyway, the skipper saw him pulled out of the water. Hes too honest a chap to get an old man into trouble for trying to help him.

He must have a new rig out, Dan, said Joe softly. You an mell go an buy em. Ill do the choosing, and youll do the paying. Why, itll be a reglar treat for you to lay out a little money, Dan. Well have quite an evenings shopping, everything of the best.

The infuriated Dan gasped for breath, and looked helplessly at the grinning crew.

Ill see him  overboard first, he said furiously.

Please yourself, said Joe shortly, If hes caught youll get six months. As it is, youve got a chance of doing a nice, kind little Christian act, becos, o course, that twenty-five bob you got out of him wont anything like pay for his toggery.

Almost beside himself with indignation, the old man moved off, and said not another word until they were made fast to the wharf at Limehouse. He did not even break silence when Joe, taking him affectionately by the arm, led him aft to the skipper.

Me an Dan, sir, said Joe very respectfully, would like to go ashore for a little shopping. Dan has very kindly offered to lend that pore chap the money for some clothes, and he wants me to go with him to help carry them.

Ay, ay, said the skipper, with a benevolent smile at the aged philanthropist. Youd better go at once, afore the shops shut.

Well run, sir, said Joe, and taking Dan by the arm, dragged him into the street at a trot.

Nearly a couple of hours passed before they returned, and no child watched with greater eagerness the opening of a birthday present than Smith watched the undoing of the numerous parcels with which they were laden.

Hes a reglar fairy godmother, aint he? said Joe, as Smith joyously dressed himself in a very presentable tweed suit, serviceable boots, and a bowler hat. We had a dreadful job to get a suit big enough, an the only one we could get was rather more money than we wanted to give, wasnt it, Dan?

The fairy godmother strove manfully with his feelings.

Youll do now, said Joe. I aint got much, but what I have youre welcome to. He put his hand into his pocket and pulled out some loose coin. What have you got, mates?

With decent good will the other men turned out their pockets, and, adding to the store, heartily pressed it upon the reluctant Smith, who, after shaking hands gratefully, followed Joe on deck.

Youve got enough to pay your fare, said the latter; an Ive told the skipper you are going ashore to send off telegrams. If you send the money back to Dan, Ill never forgive you.

I wont, then, said Smith firmly; but Ill send theirs back to the other chaps. Good-bye.

Joe shook him by the hand again, and bade him go while the coast was clear, advice which Smith hastened to follow, though he turned and looked back to wave his hand to the crew, who had come up on deck silently to see him off; all but the philanthropist, who was down below with a stump of lead-pencil and a piece of paper doing sums.


A BLACK AFFAIR

I didnt want to bring it, said Captain Gubson, regarding somewhat unfavourably a grey parrot whose cage was hanging against the mainmast, but my old uncle was so set on it I had to. He said a sea-voyage would set its elth up.

It seems to be all right at present, said the mate, who was tenderly sucking his forefinger; best of spirits, I should say.

Its playful, assented the skipper. The old man thinks a rare lot of it. I think I shall have a little bit in that quarter, so keep your eye on the beggar.

Scratch Poll! said the parrot, giving its bill a preliminary strop on its perch. Scratch poor Polly!

It bent its head against the bars, and waited patiently to play off what it had always regarded as the most consummate practical joke in existence. The first doubt it had ever had about it occurred when the mate came forward and obligingly scratched it with the stem of his pipe. It was a wholly unforeseen development, and the parrot, ruffling its feathers, edged along its perch and brooded darkly at the other end of it.

Opinion before the mast was also against the new arrival, the general view being that the wild jealousy which raged in the bosom of the ships cat would sooner or later lead to mischief.

Old Satan dont like it, said the cook, shaking his head. The blessed bird hadnt been aboard ten minutes before Satan was prowling around. The blooming image waited till he was about a foot off the cage, and then he did the perlite and asked him whether hed like a glass o beer. I never see a cat so took aback in all my life. Never.

Therell be trouble between em, said old Sam, who was the cats special protector, mark my words.

Id put my money on the parrot, said one of the men confidently. Its ad a crool bit out of the mates finger. Where ud the cat be agin that beak?

Well, youd lose your money, said Sam. If you want to do the cat a kindness, every time you see him near that cage cuff his ed.

The crew being much attached to the cat, which had been presented to them when a kitten by the mates wife, acted upon the advice with so much zest that for the next two days the indignant animal was like to have been killed with kindness. On the third day, however, the parrots cage being on the cabin table, the cat stole furtively down, and, at the pressing request of the occupant itself, scratched its head for it.

The skipper was the first to discover the mischief, and he came on deck and published the news in a voice which struck a chill to all hearts.

Wheres that black devil got to? he yelled.

Anything wrong, sir? asked Sam anxiously.

Come and look here, said the skipper. He led the way to the cabin, where the mate and one of the crew were already standing, shaking their heads over the parrot.

What do you make of that? demanded the skipper fiercely.

Too much dry food, sir, said Sam, after due deliberation.

Too much what? bellowed the skipper.

Too much dry food, repeated Sam firmly. A parrot  a grey parrot  wants plenty o sop. If it dont get it, it moults.

Its had too much CAT said the skipper fiercely, and you know it, and overboard it goes.

I dont believe it was the cat, sir, interposed the other man; its too soft-hearted to do a thing like that.

You can shut your jaw, said the skipper, reddening. Who asked you to come down here at all?

Nobody saw the cat do it, urged the mate.

The skipper said nothing, but, stooping down, picked up a tail feather from the floor, and laid it on the table. He then went on deck, followed by the others, and began calling, in seductive tones, for the cat. No reply forth coming from the sagacious animal, which had gone into hiding, he turned to Sam, and bade him call it.

No, sir, I wont ave no and in it, said the old man. Putting aside my liking for the animal, IM not going to ave anything to do with the killing of a black cat.

Rubbish! said the skipper.

Very good, sir, said Sam, shrugging his shoulders, you know best, o course. Youre eddicated and Im not, an praps you can afford to make a laugh o such things. I knew one man who killed a black cat an he went mad. Theres something very pecooliar about that cat o ours.

It knows more than we do, said one of the crew, shaking his head. That time you  I mean we  ran the smack down, that cat was expecting of it ours before. It was like a wild thing.

Look at the weather weve ad  look at the trips weve made since hes been aboard, said the old man. Tell me its chance if you like, but I KNOW better.

The skipper hesitated. He was a superstitious man even for a sailor, and his weakness was so well known that he had become a sympathetic receptacle for every ghost story which, by reason of its crudeness or lack of corroboration, had been rejected by other experts. He was a perfect reference library for omens, and his interpretations of dreams had gained for him a widespread reputation.

Thats all nonsense, he said, pausing uneasily; still, I only want to be just. Theres nothing vindictive about me, and Ill have no hand in it myself. Joe, just tie a lump of coal to that cat and heave it overboard.

Not me, said the cook, following Sams lead, and working up a shudder. Not for fifty pun in gold. I dont want to be haunted.

The parrots a little better now, sir, said one of the men, taking advantage of his hesitation, hes opened one eye.

Well, I only want to be just, repeated the skipper. I wont do anything in a hurry, but, mark my words, if the parrot dies that cat goes overboard.

Contrary to expectations, the bird was still alive when London was reached, though the cook, who from his connection with the cabin had suddenly reached a position of unusual importance, reported great loss of strength and irritability of temper. It was still alive, but failing fast on the day they were to put to sea again; and the focsle, in preparation for the worst, stowed their pet away in the paint-locker, and discussed the situation.

Their council was interrupted by the mysterious behaviour of the cook, who, having gone out to lay in a stock of bread, suddenly broke in upon them more in the manner of a member of a secret society than a humble but useful unit of a ships company.

Wheres the capn? he asked in a hoarse whisper, as he took a seat on the locker with the sack of bread between his knees.

In the cabin, said Sam, regarding his antics with some disfavour. Whats wrong, cookie?

What d yer think Ive got in here? asked the cook, patting the bag.

The obvious reply to this question was, of course, bread; but as it was known that the cook had departed specially to buy some, and that he could hardly ask a question involving such a simple answer, nobody gave it.

It come to me all of a sudden, said the cook, in a thrilling whisper. Id just bought the bread and left the shop, when I see a big black cat, the very image of ours, sitting on a doorstep. I just stooped down to stroke its ed, when it come to me.

They will sometimes, said one of the seamen.

I dont mean that, said the cook, with the contempt of genius. I mean the idea did. Ses I to myself, You might be old Satans brother by the look of you; an if the capn wants to kill a cat, let it be you, I ses. And with that, before it could say Jack Robinson, I picked it up by the scruff o the neck and shoved it in the bag.

What, all in along of our bread? said the previous interrupter, in a pained voice.

Some of yer are ard ter please, said the cook, deeply offended.

Dont mind him, cook, said the admiring Sam. Youre a masterpiece, thats what you are.

Of course, if any of youve got a better plan  said the cook generously.

Dont talk rubbish, cook, said Sam; fetch the two cats out and put em together.

Dont mix em, said the cook warningly; for youll never know which is which agin if you do.

He cautiously opened the top of the sack and produced his captive, and Satan, having been relieved from his prison, the two animals were carefully compared.

Theyre as like as two lumps o coal, said Sam slowly. Lord, what a joke on the old man. I must tell the mate o this; hell enjoy it.

Itll be all right if the parrot dont die, said the dainty pessimist, still harping on his pet theme. All that bread spoilt, and two cats aboard.

Dont mind what he ses, said Sam; youre a brick, thats what you are. Ill just make a few holes in the lid o the boys chest, and pop old Satan in. You dont mind, do you, Billy?

Of course he dont, said the other men indignantly.

Matters being thus agreeably arranged, Sam got a gimlet, and prepared the chest for the reception of its tenant, who, convinced that he was being put out of the way to make room for a rival, made a frantic fight for freedom.

Now get something eavy and put on the top of it, said Sam, having convinced himself that the lock was broken; and, Billy, put the noo cat in the paint-locker till we start; its home-sick.

The boy obeyed, and the understudy was kept in durance vile until they were off Limehouse, when he came on deck and nearly ended his career there and then by attempting to jump over the bulwark into the next garden. For some time he paced the deck in a perturbed fashion, and then, leaping on the stern, mewed plaintively as his native city receded farther and farther from his view.

Whats the matter with old Satan? said the mate, who had been let into the secret. He seems to have something on his mind.

Hell have something round his neck presently, said the skipper grimly.

The prophecy was fulfilled some three hours later, when he came up on deck ruefully regarding the remains of a bird whose vocabulary had once been the pride of its native town. He threw it overboard without a word, and then, seizing the innocent cat, who had followed him under the impression that it was about to lunch, produced half a brick attached to a string, and tied it round his neck. The crew, who were enjoying the joke immensely, raised a howl of protest.

The Skylarkll never have another like it, sir, said Sam solemnly. That cat was the luck of the ship.

I dont want any of your old womans yarns, said the skipper brutally. If you want the cat, go and fetch it.

He stepped aft as he spoke, and sent the gentle stranger hurtling through the air. There was a plomp as it reached the water, a bubble or two came to the surface, and all was over.

Thats the last o that, he said, turning away.

The old man shook his head. You cant kill a black cat for nothing, said he, mark my words!

The skipper, who was in a temper at the time, thought little of them, but they recurred to him vividly the next day. The wind had freshened during the night, and rain was falling heavily. On deck the crew stood about in oilskins, while below, the boy, in his new capacity of gaoler, was ministering to the wants of an ungrateful prisoner, when the cook, happening to glance that way, was horrified to see the animal emerge from the focsle. It eluded easily the frantic clutch of the boy as he sprang up the ladder after it, and walked leisurely along the deck in the direction of the cabin. Just as the crew had given it up for lost it encountered Sam, and the next moment, despite its cries, was caught up and huddled away beneath his stiff clammy oilskins. At the noise the skipper, who was talking to the mate, turned as though he had been shot, and gazed wildly round him.

Dick, said he, can you hear a cat?

Cat! said the mate, in accents of great astonishment.

I thought I heard it, said the puzzled skipper.

Fancy, sir, said Dick firmly, as a mewing, appalling in its wrath, came from beneath Sams coat.

Did you hear it, Sam? called the skipper, as the old man was moving off.

Hear what, sir? inquired Sam respectfully, without turning round.

Nothing, said the skipper, collecting himself. Nothing. All right.

The old man, hardly able to believe in his good fortune, made his way forward, and, seizing a favourable opportunity, handed his ungrateful burden back to the boy.

Fancy you heard a cat just now? inquired the mate casually.

Well, between you an me, Dick, said the skipper, in a mysterious voice, I did, and it wasnt fancy neither. I heard that cat as plain as if it was alive.

Well, Ive heard of such things, said the other, but I dont believe em. What a lark if the old cat comes back climbing up over the side out of the sea to-night, with the brick hanging round its neck.

The skipper stared at him for some time without speaking. If thats your idea of a lark, he said at length, in a voice which betrayed traces of some emotion, it aint mine.

Well, if you hear it again, said the mate cordially, you might let me know. Im rather interested in such things.

The skipper, hearing no more of it that day, tried hard to persuade himself that he was the victim of imagination, but, in spite of this, he was pleased at night, as he stood at the wheel, to reflect on the sense of companionship afforded by the look-out in the bows. On his part the look-out was quite charmed with the unwonted affability of the skipper, as he yelled out to him two or three times on matters only faintly connected with the progress of the schooner.

The night, which had been dirty, cleared somewhat, and the bright crescent of the moon appeared above a heavy bank of clouds, as the cat, which had by dint of using its back as a lever at length got free from that cursed chest, licked its shapely limbs, and came up on deck. After its stifling prison, the air was simply delicious.

Bob! yelled the skipper suddenly.

Ay, ay, sir! said the look-out, in a startled voice.

Did you mew? inquired the skipper.

Did I WOT, sir? cried the astonished Bob.

Mew, said the skipper sharply, like a cat?

No, sir, said the offended seaman. What ud I want to do that for?

I dont know what you want to for, said the skipper, looking round him uneasily. Theres some more rain coming, Bob.

Ay, ay, sir, said Bob.

Lot o rain weve had this summer, said the skipper, in a meditative bawl.

Ay, ay, sir, said Bob. Sailing-ship on the port bow, sir.

The conversation dropped, the skipper, anxious to divert his thoughts, watching the dark mass of sail as it came plunging out of the darkness into the moonlight until it was abreast of his own craft. His eyes followed it as it passed his quarter, so that he saw not the stealthy approach of the cat which came from behind the companion, and sat down close by him. For over thirty hours the animal had been subjected to the grossest indignities at the hands of every man on board the ship except one. That one was the skipper, and there is no doubt but that its subsequent behaviour was a direct recognition of that fact. It rose to its feet, and crossing over to the unconscious skipper, rubbed its head affectionately and vigorously against his leg.

From simple causes great events do spring. The skipper sprang four yards, and let off a screech which was the subject of much comment on the barque which had just passed. When Bob, who came shuffling up at the double, reached him he was leaning against the side, incapable of speech, and shaking all over.

Anything wrong, sir? inquired the seaman anxiously, as he ran to the wheel.

The skipper pulled himself together a bit, and got closer to his companion.

Believe me or not, Bob, he said at length, in trembling accents, just as you please, but the ghost of that  cat, I mean the ghost of that poor affectionate animal which I drowned, and which I wish I hadnt, came and rubbed itself up against my leg.

Which leg? inquired Bob, who was ever careful about details.

What the blazes does it matter which leg? demanded the skipper, whose nerves were in a terrible state. Ah, look  look there!

The seaman followed his outstretched finger, and his heart failed him as he saw the cat, with its back arched, gingerly picking its way along the side of the vessel.

I cant see nothing, he said doggedly.

I dont suppose you can, Bob, said the skipper in a melancholy voice, as the cat vanished in the bows; its evidently only meant for me to see. What it means I dont know. Im going down to turn in. I aint fit for duty. You dont mind being left alone till the mate comes up, do you?

I aint afraid, said Bob.

His superior officer disappeared below, and, shaking the sleepy mate, who protested strongly against the proceedings, narrated in trembling tones his horrible experiences.

If I were you   said the mate.

Yes? said the skipper, waiting a bit. Then he shook him again, roughly.

What were you going to say? he inquired.

Say? said the mate, rubbing his eyes. Nothing.

About the cat? suggested the skipper.

Cat? said the mate, nestling lovingly down in the blankets again. Wha ca  goo ni  

Then the skipper drew the blankets from the mates sleepy clutches, and, rolling him backwards and forwards in the bunk, patiently explained to him that he was very unwell, that he was going to have a drop of whiskey neat, and turn in, and that he, the mate, was to take the watch. From this moment the joke lost much of its savour for the mate.

You can have a nip too, Dick, said the skipper, proffering him the whiskey, as the other sullenly dressed himself.

Its all rot, said the mate, tossing the spirits down his throat, and its no use either; you cant run away from a ghost; its just as likely to be in your bed as anywhere else. Good-night.

He left the skipper pondering over his last words, and dubiously eyeing the piece of furniture in question. Nor did he retire until he had subjected it to an analysis of the most searching description, and then, leaving the lamp burning, he sprang hastily in, and forgot his troubles in sleep.

It was day when he awoke, and went on deck to find a heavy sea running, and just sufficient sail set to keep the schooners head before the wind as she bobbed about on the waters. An exclamation from the skipper, as a wave broke against the side and flung a cloud of spray over him, brought the mates head round.

Why, you aint going to get up? he said, in tones of insincere surprise.

Why not? inquired the other gruffly.

You go and lay down agin, said the mate, and have a cup o nice hot tea an some toast.

Clear out, said the skipper, making a dash for the wheel, and reaching it as the wet deck suddenly changed its angle. I know you didnt like being woke up, Dick; but I got the horrors last night. Go below and turn in.

All right, said the mollified mate.

You didnt see anything? inquired the skipper, as he took the wheel from him.

Nothing at all, said the other.

The skipper shook his head thoughtfully, then shook it again vigorously, as another shower-bath put its head over the side and saluted him.

I wish I hadnt drowned that cat, Dick, he said.

You wont see it again, said Dick, with the confidence of a man who had taken every possible precaution to render the prophecy a safe one.

He went below, leaving the skipper at the wheel idly watching the cook as he performed marvellous feats of jugglery, between the galley and the focsle, with the mens breakfast.

A little while later, leaving the wheel to Sam, he went below himself and had his own, talking freely, to the discomfort of the conscious-stricken cook, about his weird experiences of the night before.

You wont see it no more, sir, I dont expect, he said faintly; I bleeve it come and rubbed itself up agin your leg to show it forgave you.

Well, I hope it knows its understood, said the other. I dont want it to take any more trouble.

He finished the breakfast in silence, and then went on deck again. It was still blowing hard, and he went over to superintend the men who were attempting to lash together some empties which were rolling about in all directions amidships. A violent roll set them free again, and at the same time separated two chests in the focsle, which were standing one on top of the other. This enabled Satan, who was crouching in the lower one, half crazed with terror, to come flying madly up on deck and give his feelings full vent. Three times in full view of the horrified skipper he circled the deck at racing speed, and had just started on the fourth when a heavy packing-case, which had been temporarily set on end and abandoned by the men at his sudden appearance, fell over and caught him by the tail. Sam rushed to the rescue.

Stop! yelled the skipper.

Wont I put it up, sir? inquired Sam.

Do you see whats beneath it? said the skipper, in a husky voice.

Beneath it, sir? said Sam, whose ideas were in a whirl.

The cat, cant you see the cat? said the skipper, whose eyes had been riveted on the animal since its first appearance on deck.

Sam hesitated a moment, and then shook his head.

The case has fallen on the cat, said the skipper. I can see it distinctly.

He might have said heard it, too, for Satan was making frenzied appeals to his sympathetic friends for assistance.

Let me put the case back, sir, said one of the men, then praps the vision ll disappear.

No, stop where you are, said the skipper. I can stand it better by daylight. Its the most wonderful and extraordinary thing Ive ever seen. Do you mean to say you cant see anything, Sam?

I can see a case, sir, said Sam, speaking slowly and carefully, with a bit of rusty iron band sticking out from it. Thats what youre mistaking for the cat, praps, sir.

Cant you see anything, cook? demanded the skipper.

It may be fancy, sir, faltered the cook, lowering his eyes, but it does seem to me as though I can see a little misty sort o thing there. Ah, now its gone.

No, it aint, said the skipper. The ghost of Satans sitting there. The case seems to have fallen on its tail. It appears to be howling something dreadful.

The men made a desperate effort to display the astonishment suitable to such a marvel, whilst Satan, who was trying all he knew to get his tail out, cursed freely. How long the superstitious captain of the Skylark would have let him remain there will never be known, for just then the mate came on deck and caught sight of it before he was quite aware of the part he was expected to play.

Why the devil dont you lift the thing off the poor brute, he yelled, hurrying up towards the case.

What, can YOU see it, Dick? said the skipper impressively, laying his hand on his arm.

SEE it? retorted the mate. Dye think Im blind. Listen to the poor brute. I should  Oh!

He became conscious of the concentrated significant gaze of the crew. Five pairs of eyes speaking as one, all saying idiot plainly, the boys eyes conveying an expression too great to be translated.

Turning, the skipper saw the bye-play, and a light slowly dawned upon him. But he wanted more, and he wheeled suddenly to the cook for the required illumination.

The cook said it was a lark. Then he corrected himself and said it wasnt a lark, then he corrected himself again and became incoherent. Meantime the skipper eyed him stonily, while the mate released the cat and good-naturedly helped to straighten its tail.

It took fully five minutes of unwilling explanation before the skipper could grasp the situation. He did not appear to fairly understand it until he was shown the chest with the ventilated lid; then his countenance cleared, and, taking the unhappy Billy by the collar, he called sternly for a piece of rope.

By this statesmanlike handling of the subject a question of much delicacy and difficulty was solved, discipline was preserved, and a practical illustration of the perils of deceit afforded to a youngster who was at an age best suited to receive such impressions. That he should exhaust the resources of a youthful but powerful vocabulary upon the crew in general, and Sam in particular, was only to be expected. They bore him no malice for it, but, when he showed signs of going beyond his years, held a hasty consultation, and then stopped his mouth with sixpence-halfpenny and a broken jack-knife.

THE SKIPPER OF THE OSPREY

It was a quarter to six in the morning as the mate of the sailing-barge Osprey came on deck and looked round for the master, who had been sleeping ashore and was somewhat overdue. Ten minutes passed before he appeared on the wharf, and the mate saw with surprise that he was leaning on the arm of a pretty girl of twenty, as he hobbled painfully down to the barge.

Here you are then, said the mate, his face clearing. I began to think you werent coming.

Im not, said the skipper; Ive got the gout crool bad. My darter heres going to take my place, an Im going to take it easy in bed for a bit.

Ill go an make it for you, said the mate.

I mean my bed at home, said the skipper sharply. I want good nursing an attention.

The mate looked puzzled.

But you dont really mean to say this young lady is coming aboard instead of you? he said.

Thats just what I do mean, said the skipper. She knows as much about it as I do. She lived aboard with me until she was quite a big girl. Youll take your orders from her. What are you whistling about? Cant I do as I like about my own ship?

O course you can, said the mate drily; an I spose I can whistle if I like  I never heard no orders against it.

Gimme a kiss, Meg, an git aboard, said the skipper, leaning on his stick and turning his cheek to his daughter, who obediently gave him a perfunctory kiss on the left eyebrow, and sprang lightly aboard the barge.

Cast off, said she, in a business-like manner, as she seized a boat-hook and pushed off from the jetty. Ta ta, Dad, and go straight home, mind; the cabs waiting.

Ay, ay, my dear, said the proud father, his eye moistening with paternal pride as his daughter, throwing off her jacket, ran and assisted the mate with the sail. Lord, what a fine boy she would have made!

He watched the barge until she was well under way, and then, waving his hand to his daughter, crawled slowly back to the cab; and, being to a certain extent a believer in homeopathy, treated his complaint with a glass of rum.

Im sorry your fathers so bad, miss, said the mate, who was still somewhat dazed by the recent proceedings, as the girl came up and took the wheel from him. He was complaining a goodish bit all the way up.

A wilful man must have his way, said Miss Cringle, with a shake of her head. Its no good me saying anything, because directly my backs turned he has his own way again.

The mate shook his head despondently.

Youd better get your bedding up and make your arrangements forward, said the new skipper presently. There was a look of indulgent admiration in the mates eye, and she thought it necessary to check it.

All right, said the other, plenty of time for that; the rivers a little bit thick just now.

What do you mean? inquired the girl hastily.

Some o these things are not so careful as they might be, said the mate, noting the ominous sparkle of her eye, an they might scrape the paint off.

Look here, my lad, said the new skipper grimly, if you think you can steer better than me, youd better keep it to yourself, thats all. Now suppose you see about your bedding, as I said.

The mate went, albeit he was rather surprised at himself for doing so, and hid his annoyance and confusion beneath the mattress which he brought up on his head. His job completed, he came aft again, and, sitting on the hatches, lit his pipe.

This is just the weather for a pleasant cruise, he said amiably, after a few whiffs. Youve chose a nice time for it.

I dont mind the weather, said the girl, who fancied that there was a little latent sarcasm somewhere. I think youd better wash the decks now.

Washed em last night, said the mate, without moving.

Ah, after dark, perhaps, said the girl. Well, I think Ill have them done again.

The mate sat pondering rebelliously for a few minutes, then he removed his jacket, put on in honour of the new skipper, and, fetching the bucket and mop, silently obeyed orders.

You seem to be very fond of sitting down, remarked the girl, after he had finished; cant you find something else to do?

I dont know, replied the mate slowly; I thought you were looking after that.

The girl bit her lip, and was looking carefully round her, when they were both disturbed by the unseemly behaviour of the master of a passing craft.

Jack! he yelled in a tone of strong amazement, Jack!

Halloa! cried the mate.

Why didnt you tell us? yelled the other reproachfully.

Tell you what? roared the mystified mate.

The master of the other craft, holding on to the stays with one hand, jerked his thumb expressively towards Miss Cringle, and waited.

When was it? he screamed anxiously, as he realised that his craft was rapidly carrying him out of earshot.

The mate smiled feebly, and glanced uneasily at the girl, who, with a fine colour and an air of vast unconcern, was looking straight in front of her; and it was a relief to both of them when they found themselves hesitating and dodging in front of a schooner which was coming up.

Do you want all the river? demanded the exasperated master of the latter vessel, running to the side as they passed. Why dont you drop anchor if you want to spoon?

Perhaps you d better let me take the wheel a bit, said the mate, not without a little malice in his voice.

No; you can go an keep a look-out in the bows, said the girl serenely. Itll prevent misunderstandings, too. Better take the potatoes with you and peel them for dinner.

The mate complied, and the voyage proceeded in silence, the steering being rendered a little nicer than usual by various nautical sparks bringing their boats a bit closer than was necessary in order to obtain a good view of the fair steersman.

After dinner, the tide having turned and a stiff head-wind blowing, they brought up off Sheppey. It began to rain hard, and the crew of the Osprey, having made all snug above, retired to the cabin to resume their quarrel.

Dont mind me, said Miss Cringle scathingly, as the mate lit his pipe.

Well, I didnt think you minded, replied the mate; the old man  

Who? interrupted Miss Cringle, in a tone of polite inquiry.

Captain Cringle, said the mate, correcting himself, smokes a great deal, and Ive heard him say that you liked the smell of it.

Theres pipes and pipes, said Miss Cringle oracularly.

The mate flung his on the floor and crunched it beneath his heel, then he thrust his hands in his pockets, and, leaning back, scowled darkly up at the rain as it crackled on the skylight.

If you are going to show off your nasty temper, said the girl severely, youd better go forward. Its not quite the thing after all for you to be down here  not that I study appearances much.

I shouldnt think you did, retorted the mate, whose temper was rapidly getting the better of him. I cant think what your father was thinking of to let a pret  to let a girl like you come away like this.

If you were going to say pretty girl, said Miss Cringle, with calm self-abnegation, dont mind me, say it. The captain knows what hes about. He told me you were a milksop; he said you were a good young man and a teetotaller.

The mate, allowing the truth of the captains statement as to his abstinence, hotly denied the charge of goodness. I can understand your fathers hurry to get rid of you for a spell, he concluded, being goaded beyond all consideration of politeness. His gout ud never get well while you were with him. More than that, I shouldnt wonder if you were the cause of it.

With this parting shot he departed, before the girl could think of a suitable reply, and went and sulked in the dingy little focsle.

In the evening, the weather having moderated somewhat, and the tide being on the ebb, they got under way again, the girl coming on deck fully attired in an oilskin coat and sou-wester to resume the command. The rain fell steadily as they ploughed along their way, guided by the bright eye of the Mouse as it shone across the darkening waters. The mate, soaked to the skin, was at the wheel.

Why dont you go below and put your oilskins on? inquired the girl, when this fact dawned upon her.

Dont want em, said the mate.

I suppose you know best, said the girl, and said no more until nine oclock, when she paused at the companion to give her last orders for the night.

Im going to turn in, said she; call me at two oclock. Good-night.

Good-night, said the other, and the girl vanished.

Left to himself, the mate, who began to feel chilly, felt in his pockets for a pipe, and was in all the stress of getting a light, when he heard a thin, almost mild voice behind him, and, looking round, saw the face of the girl at the companion.

I say, are these your oilskins Ive been wearing? she demanded awkwardly.

Youre quite welcome, said the mate.

Why didnt you tell me? said the girl indignantly. I wouldnt have worn them for anything if I had known it.

Well, they wont poison you, said the mate resentfully. Your father left his at Ipswich to have em cobbled up a bit.

The girl passed them up on the deck, and, closing the companion with a bang, disappeared. It is possible that the fatigues of the day had been too much for her, for when she awoke, and consulted the little silver watch that hung by her bunk, it was past five oclock, and the red glow of the sun was flooding the cabin as she arose and hastily dressed.

The deck was drying in white patches as she went above, and the mate was sitting yawning at the wheel, his eyelids red for want of sleep.

Didnt I tell you to call me at two oclock? she demanded, confronting him.

Its all right, said the mate. I thought when you woke would be soon enough. You looked tired.

I think youd better go when we get to Ipswich, said the girl, tightening her lips. Ill ship somebody wholl obey orders.

Ill go when we get back to London, said the mate. Ill hand this barge over to the capn, and nobody else.

Well, well see, said the girl, as she took the wheel, I think youll go at Ipswich.

For the remainder of the voyage the subject was not alluded to; the mate, in a spirit of sulky pride, kept to the fore part of the boat, except when he was steering, and, as far as practicable, the girl ignored his presence. In this spirit of mutual forbearance they entered the Orwell, and ran swiftly up to Ipswich.

It was late in the afternoon when they arrived there, and the new skipper, waiting only until they were made fast, went ashore, leaving the mate in charge. She had been gone about an hour when a small telegraph boy appeared, and, after boarding the barge in the unsafest manner possible, handed him a telegram. The mate read it and his face flushed. With even more than the curtness customary in language at a halfpenny a word, it contained his dismissal.

Ive had a telegram from your father sacking me, he said to the girl, as she returned soon after, laden with small parcels.

Yes, I wired him to, she replied calmly. I suppose youll go NOW?

Id rather go back to London with you, he said slowly.

I daresay, said the girl. As a matter of fact I wasnt really meaning for you to go, but when you said you wouldnt I thought wed see who was master. Ive shipped another mate, so you see I havent lost much time.

Who is he, inquired the mate.

Man named Charlie Lee, replied the girl; the foreman here told me of him.

Hed no business too, said the mate, frowning; hes a loose fish; take my advice now and ship somebody else. Hes not at all the sort of chap Id choose for you to sail with.

Youd choose, said the girl scornfully; dear me, what a pity you didnt tell me before.

Hes a public-house loafer, said the mate, meeting her eye angrily, and about as bad as they make em; but I spose youll have your own way.

He wont frighten me, said the girl. Im quite capable of taking care of myself, thank you. Good evening.

The mate stepped ashore with a small bundle, leaving the remainder of his possessions to go back to London with the barge. The girl watched his well-knit figure as it strode up the quay until it was out of sight, and then, inwardly piqued because he had not turned round for a parting glance, gave a little sigh, and went below to tea.

The docile and respectful behaviour of the new-comer was a pleasant change to the autocrat of the Osprey, and cargoes were worked out and in without an unpleasant word. They laid at the quay for two days, the new mate, whose home was at Ipswich, sleeping ashore, and on the morning of the third he turned up punctually at six oclock, and they started on their return voyage.

Well, you do know how to handle a craft, said Lee admiringly, as they passed down the river. The old boat seems to know its got a pretty young lady in charge.

Dont talk rubbish, said the girl austerely.

The new mate carefully adjusted his red necktie and smiled indulgently.

Well, youre the prettiest capn Ive ever sailed under, he said. What do they call that red cap youve got on? Tam-o-Shanter is it?

I dont know, said the girl shortly.

You mean you wont tell me, said the other, with a look of anger in his soft dark eyes.

Just as you like, said she, and Lee, whistling softly, turned on his heel and began to busy himself with some small matter forward.

The rest of the day passed quietly, though there was a freedom in the new mates manner which made the redoubtable skipper of the Osprey regret her change of crew, and to treat him with more civility than her proud spirit quite approved of. There was but little wind, and the barge merely crawled along as the captain and mate, with surreptitious glances, took each others measure.

This is the nicest trip Ive ever had, said Lee, as he came up from an unduly prolonged tea, with a strong-smelling cigar in his mouth. Ive brought your jacket up.

I dont want it, thank you, said the girl.

Better have it, said Lee, holding it up for her.

When I want my jacket Ill put it on myself, said the girl.

All right, no offence, said the other airily. What an obstinate little devil you are.

Have you got any drink down there? inquired the girl, eyeing him sternly.

Just a little drop o whiskey, my dear, for the spasms, said Lee facetiously. Will you have a drop?

I wont have any drinking here, said she sharply. If you want to drink, wait till you get ashore.

YOU wont have any drinking! said the other, opening his eyes, and with a quiet chuckle he dived below and brought up a bottle and a glass. Heres wishing a better temper to you, my dear, he said amiably, as he tossed off a glass. Come, youd better have a drop. Itll put a little colour in your cheeks.

Put it away now, theres a good fellow, said the captain timidly, as she looked anxiously at the nearest sail, some two miles distant.

Its the only friend Ive got, said Lee, sprawling gracefully on the hatches, and replenishing his glass. Look here. Are you on for a bargain?

What do you mean? inquired the girl.

Give me a kiss, little spitfire, and I wont take another drop to-night, said the new mate tenderly. Come, I wont tell.

You may drink yourself to death before Ill do that, said the girl, striving to speak calmly. Dont talk that nonsense to me again.

She stooped over as she spoke and made a sudden grab at the bottle, but the new mate was too quick for her, and, snatching it up jeeringly, dared her to come for it.

Come on, come and fight for it, said he; hit me if you like, I dont mind; your little fist wont hurt.

No answer being vouchsafed to this invitation he applied himself to his only friend again, while the girl, now thoroughly frightened, steered in silence.

Better get the sidelights out, said she at length.

Plenty o time, said Lee.

Take the helm, then, while I do it, said the girl, biting her lips.

The fellow rose and came towards her, and, as she made way for him, threw his arm round her waist and tried to detain her. Her heart beating quickly, she walked forward, and, not without a hesitating glance at the drunken figure at the wheel, descended into the focsle for the lamps.

The next moment, with a gasping little cry, she sank down on a locker as the dark figure of a man rose and stood by her.

Dont be frightened, it said quietly.

Jack? said the girl.

Thats me, said the figure. You didnt expect to see me, did you? I thought perhaps you didnt know what was good for you, so I stowed myself away last night, and here I am.

Have you heard what that fellow has been saying to me? demanded Miss Cringle, with a spice of the old temper leavening her voice once more.

Every word, said the mate cheerfully.

Why didnt you come up and stand by me? inquired the girl hotly.

The mate hung his head.

Oh, said the girl, and her tones were those of acute disappointment, youre afraid.

Im not, said the mate scornfully.

Why didnt you come up, then, instead of skulking down here? inquired the girl.

The mate scratched the back of his neck and smiled, but weakly. Well, I  I thought  he began, and stopped.

You thought  prompted Miss Cringle coldly.

I thought a little fright would do you good, said the mate, speaking quickly, and that it would make you appreciate me a little more when I did come.

Ahoy! MAGGIE! MAGGIE! came the voice of the graceless varlet who was steering.

Ill MAGGIE him, said the mate, grinding his teeth, Why, what the  why you re crying.

Im not, sobbed Miss Cringle scornfully. Im in a temper, thats all.

Ill knock his head off, said the mate; you stay down here.

Mag-GIE! came the voice again, MAG  HULLO!

Were you calling me, my lad? said the mate, with dangerous politeness, as he stepped aft. Aint you afraid of straining that sweet voice o yours? Leave go o that tiller.

The other let go, and the mates fist took him heavily in the face and sent him sprawling on the deck. He rose with a scream of rage and rushed at his opponent, but the mates temper, which had suffered badly through his treatment of the last few days, was up, and he sent him heavily down again.

Theres a little dark dingy hole forward, said the mate, after waiting some time for him to rise again, just the place for you to go and think over your sins in. If I see you come out of it until we get to London, Ill hurt you. Now clear.

The other cleared, and, carefully avoiding the girl, who was standing close by, disappeared below.

Youve hurt him, said the girl, coming up to the mate and laying her hand on his arm. What a horrid temper youve got.

It was him asking you to kiss him that upset me, said the mate apologetically.

He put his arm round my waist, said Miss Cringle, blushing.

WHAT! said the mate, stuttering, put his  put his arm  round  your waist  like  

His courage suddenly forsook him.

Like what? inquired the girl, with superb innocence.

Like THAT, said the mate manfully.

Thatll do, said Miss Cringle softly, thatll do. Youre as bad as he is, only the worst of it is there is nobody here to prevent you.


IN BORROWED PLUMES

The master of the Sarah Jane had been missing for two days, and all on board, with the exception of the boy, whom nobody troubled about, were full of joy at the circumstance. Twice before had the skipper, whose habits might, perhaps, be best described as irregular, missed his ship, and word had gone forth that the third time would be the last. His berth was a good one, and the mate wanted it in place of his own, which was wanted by Ted Jones, A. B.

Two hours more, said the mate anxiously to the men, as they stood leaning against the side, and I take the ship out.

Under two hoursll do it, said Ted, peering over the side and watching the water as it slowly rose over the mud. Whats got the old man, I wonder?

I dont know, and I dont care, said the mate. You chaps stand by me and itll be good for all of us. Mr. Pearson said distinct the last time that if the skipper ever missed his ship again it would be his last trip in her, and he told me afore the old man that I wasnt to wait two minutes at any time, but to bring her out right away.

Hes an old fool, said Bill Loch, the other hand; and nobodyll miss him but the boy, and hes been looking reglar worried all the morning. He looked so worried at dinner time that I give im a kick to cheer him up a bit. Look at him now.

The mate gave a supercilious glance in the direction of the boy, and then turned away. The boy, who had no idea of courting observation, stowed himself away behind the windlass; and, taking a letter from his pocket, perused it for the fourth time.

Dear Tommy, it began. I take my pen in and to inform you that Im stayin here and cant get away for the reason that I lorst my cloes at cribage larst night, also my money, and everything beside. Dont speek to a living sole about it as the mate wants my birth, but pack up sum cloes and bring them to me without saying nuthing to noboddy. The mates cloths will do becos I havent got enny other soot, dont tell im. You needent trouble about soks as Ive got them left. My bed is so bad I must now conclude. Your affecshunate uncle and captin Joe Bross. P.S. Dont let the mate see you come, or else he wont let you go.

Two hours more, sighed Tommy, as he put the letter back in his pocket. How can I get any clothes when theyre all locked up? And aunt said I was to look after im and see he didnt get into no mischief.

He sat thinking deeply, and then, as the crew of the Sarah Jane stepped ashore to take advantage of a glass offered by the mate, he crept down to the cabin again for another desperate look round. The only articles of clothing visible belonged to Mrs. Bross, who up to this trip had been sailing in the schooner to look after its master. At these he gazed hard.

Ill take em and try an swop em for some mens clothes, said he suddenly, snatching the garments from the pegs. She wouldnt mind; and hastily rolling them into a parcel, together with a pair of carpet slippers of the captains, he thrust the lot into an old biscuit bag. Then he shouldered his burden, and, going cautiously on deck, gained the shore, and set off at a trot to the address furnished in the letter.

It was a long way, and the bag was heavy. His first attempt at barter was alarming, for the pawnbroker, who had just been cautioned by the police, was in such a severe and uncomfortable state of morals, that the boy quickly snatched up his bundle again and left. Sorely troubled he walked hastily along, until, in a small bye street, his glance fell upon a baker of mild and benevolent aspect, standing behind the counter of his shop.

If you please, sir, said Tommy, entering, and depositing his bag on the counter, have you got any cast-off clothes you dont want?

The baker turned to a shelf, and selecting a stale loaf cut it in halves, one of which he placed before the boy.

I dont want bread, said Tommy desperately; but mother has just died, and father wants mourning for the funeral. Hes only got a new suit with him, and if he can change these things of mothers for an old suit, hed sell his best ones to bury her with.

He shook the articles out on the counter, and the bakers wife, who had just come into the shop, inspected them rather favourably.

Poor boy, so youve lost your mother, she said, turning the clothes over. Its a good skirt, Bill.

Yes, maam, said Tommy dolefully.

What did she die of? inquired the baker.

Scarlet fever, said Tommy, tearfully, mentioning the only disease he knew.

Scar  Take them things away, yelled the baker, pushing the clothes on to the floor, and following his wife to the other end of the shop. Take em away directly, you young villain.

His voice was so loud, his manner so imperative, that the startled boy, without stopping to argue, stuffed the clothes pell-mell into the bag again and departed. A farewell glance at the clock made him look almost as horrified as the baker.

Theres no time to be lost, he muttered, as he began to run; either the old manll have to come in these or else stay where he is.

He reached the house breathless, and paused before an unshaven man in time-worn greasy clothes, who was smoking a short clay pipe with much enjoyment in front of the door.

Is Capn Bross here? he panted.

Hes upstairs, said the man, with a leer, sitting in sackcloth and ashes, more ashes than sackcloth. Have you got some clothes for him?

Look here, said Tommy. He was down on his knees with the mouth of the bag open again, quite in the style of the practised hawker. Give me an old suit of clothes for them. Hurry up. Theres a lovely frock.

Blimey, said the man, staring, Ive only got these clothes. Wot dyer take me for? A dook?

Well, get me some somewhere, said Tommy. If you dont the capn ll have to come in these, and Im sure he wont like it.

I wonder what hed look like, said the man, with a grin. Damme if I dont come up and see.

Get me some clothes, pleaded Tommy.

I wouldnt get you clothes, no, not for fifty pun, said the man severely. Wot dyer mean wanting to spoil peoples pleasure in that way? Come on, come and tell the capn what youve got for im, I want to ear what he ses. Hes been swearing ard since ten oclock this morning, but he ought to say something special over this.

He led the way up the bare wooden stairs, followed by the harassed boy, and entered a small dirty room at the top, in the centre of which the master of the Sarah Jane sat to deny visitors, in a pair of socks and last weeks paper.

Heres a young gent come to bring you some clothes, capn, said the man, taking the sack from the boy.

Why didnt you come before? growled the captain, who was reading the advertisements.

The man put his hand in the sack, and pulled out the clothes. What do you think of em? he asked expectantly.

The captain strove vainly to tell him, but his tongue mercifully forsook its office, and dried between his lips. His brain rang with sentences of scorching iniquity, but they got no further.

Well, say thank you, if you cant say nothing else, suggested his tormentor hopefully.

I couldnt bring nothing else, said Tommy hurriedly; all the things was locked up. I tried to swop em and nearly got locked up for it. Put these on and hurry up.

The captain moistened his lips with his tongue.

The matell get off directly she floats, continued Tommy. Put these on and spoil his little game. Its raining a little now. Nobodyll see you, and as soon as you git aboard you can borrow some of the mens clothes.

Thats the ticket, capn, said the man. Lord lumme, youll ave everybody falling in love with you.

Hurry up, said Tommy, dancing with impatience. Hurry up.

The skipper, dazed and wild-eyed, stood still while his two assistants hastily dressed him, bickering somewhat about details as they did so.

He ought to be tight-laced, I tell you, said the man.

He cant be tight-laced without stays, said Tommy scornfully. You ought to know that.

Ho, cant he, said the other, discomfited. You know too much for a young-un. Well, put a bit o line round im then.

We cant wait for a line, said Tommy, who was standing on tip-toe to tie the skippers bonnet on. Now tie the scarf over his chin to hide his beard, and put this veil on. Its a good job he aint got a moustache.

The other complied, and then fell back a pace or two to gaze at his handiwork. Strewth, though I sees it as shouldnt, you look a treat! he remarked complacently. Now, young-un, take old of his arm. Go up the back streets, and if you see anybody looking at you, call im Mar.

The two set off, after the man, who was a born realist, had tried to snatch a kiss from the skipper on the threshold. Fortunately for the success of the venture, it was pelting with rain, and, though a few people gazed curiously at the couple as they went hastily along, they were unmolested, and gained the wharf in safety, arriving just in time to see the schooner shoving off from the side.

At the sight the skipper held up his skirts and ran. Ahoy! he shouted. Wait a minute.

The mate gave one look of blank astonishment at the extraordinary figure, and then turned away; but at that moment the stern came within jumping distance of the wharf, and uncle and nephew, moved with one impulse leaped for it and gained the deck in safety.

Why didnt you wait when I hailed you? demanded the skipper fiercely.

How was I to know it was you? inquired the mate surlily, as he realised his defeat. I thought it was the Empress of Rooshia.

The skipper stared at him dumbly.

An if you take my advice, said the mate, with a sneer, youll keep them things on. I never see you look so well in anything afore.

I want to borrow some o your clothes, Bob, said the skipper, eyeing him steadily.

Wheres your own? asked the other.

I dont know, said the skipper. I was took with a fit last night, Bob, and when I woke up this morning they were gone. Somebody must have took advantage of my helpless state and taken em.

Very likely, said the mate, turning away to shout an order to the crew, who were busy setting sail.

Where are they, old man? inquired the skipper.

How should I know? asked the other, becoming interested in the men again.

I mean YOUR clothes, said the skipper, who was fast losing his temper.

Oh, mine? said the mate. Well, as a matter o fact, I dont like lending my clothes. Im rather pertickler. You might have a fit in THEM.

You wont lend em to me? asked the skipper.

I wont, said the mate, speaking loudly, and frowning significantly at the crew, who were listening.

Very good, said the skipper. Ted, come here. Wheres your other clothes?

Im very sorry, sir, said Ted, shifting uneasily from one leg to the other, and glancing at the mate for support; but they aint fit for the likes of you to wear, sir. Im the best judge of that, said the skipper sharply. Fetch em up.

Well, to tell the truth, sir, said Ted, Im like the mate. Im only a poor sailor-man, but I wouldnt lend my clothes to the Queen of England.

You fetch up them clothes, roared the skipper snatching off his bonnet and flinging it on the deck. Fetch em up at once. Dye think Im going about in these petticuts?

Theyre my clothes, muttered Ted doggedly.

Very well, then, Ill have Bills, said the skipper. But mind you, my lad, Ill make you pay for this afore Ive done with you. Bills the only honest man aboard this ship. Gimme your hand, Bill, old man.

Im with them two, said Bill gruffly, as he turned away.

The skipper, biting his lips with fury, turned from one to the other, and then, with a big oath, walked forward. Before he could reach the focsle Bill and Ted dived down before him, and, by the time he had descended, sat on their chests side by side confronting him. To threats and appeals alike they turned a deaf ear, and the frantic skipper was compelled at last to go on deck again, still encumbered with the hated skirts.

Why dont you go an lay down, said the mate, an Ill send you down a nice cup o hot tea. Youll get histericks, if you go on like that.

Ill knock your ead off if you talk to me, said the skipper.

Not you, said the mate cheerfully; you aint big enough. Look at that pore fellow over there.

The skipper looked in the direction indicated, and, swelling with impotent rage, shook his fist fiercely at a red-faced man with grey whiskers, who was wafting innumerable tender kisses from the bridge of a passing steamer.

Thats right, said the mate approvingly; dont give im no encouragement. Love at first sight aint worth having.

The skipper, suffering severely from suppressed emotion, went below, and the crew, after waiting a little while to make sure that he was not coming up again, made their way quietly to the mate.

If we can only take him to Battlesea in this rig itll be all right, said the latter. You chaps stand by me. His slippers and sou-wester is the only clothes hes got aboard. Chuck every needle you can lay your hands on overboard, or else hell git trying to make a suit out of a piece of old sail or something. If we can only take him to Mr. Pearson like this, it wont be so bad after all.

While these arrangements were in hand above, the skipper and the boy were busy over others below. Various startling schemes propounded by the skipper for obtaining possession of his mens attire were rejected by the youth as unlawful, and, what was worse, impracticable. For a couple of hours they discussed ways and means, but only ended in diatribes against the mean ways of the crew; and the skipper, whose head ached still from his excesses, fell into a state of sullen despair at length, and sat silent.

By Jove, Tommy, Ive got it, he cried suddenly, starting up and hitting the table with his fist. Wheres your other suit?

That aint no bigger that this one, said Tommy.

You git it out, said the skipper, with a knowing toss of his head. Ah, there we are. Now go in my state-room and take those off.

The wondering Tommy, who thought that great grief had turned his kinsmans brain, complied, and emerged shortly afterwards in a blanket, bringing his clothes under his arm.

Now, do you know what Im going to do? inquired the skipper, with a big smile.

No.

Fetch me the scissors, then. Now do you know what Im going to do?

Cut up the two suits and make em into one, hazarded the horror-stricken Tommy. Here, stop it! Leave off!

The skipper pushed him impatiently off, and, placing the clothes on the table, took up the scissors, and, with a few slashing strokes, cut them garments into their component parts.

What am I to wear, said Tommy, beginning to blubber. You didnt think of that?

What are you to wear, you selfish young pig? said the skipper sternly. Always thinking about yourself. Go and git some needles and thread, and if theres any left over, and youre a good boy, Ill see whether I cant make something for you out of the leavings.

There aint no needles here, whined Tommy, after a lengthened search.

Go down the focsle and git the case of sail-makers needles, then, said the skipper, Dont let anyone see what youre after, an some thread.

Well, why couldnt you let me go in my clothes before you cut em up, moaned Tommy. I dont like going up in this blanket. Theyll laugh at me.

You go at once! thundered the skipper, and, turning his back on him, whistled softly, and began to arrange the pieces of cloth.

Laugh away, my lads, he said cheerfully, as an uproarious burst of laughter greeted the appearance of Tommy on deck. Wait a bit.

He waited himself for nearly twenty minutes, at the end of which time Tommy, treading on his blanket, came flying down the companion-ladder, and rolled into the cabin.

There aint a needle aboard the ship, he said solemnly, as he picked himself up and rubbed his head. Ive looked everywhere.

What? roared the skipper, hastily concealing the pieces of cloth. Here, Ted! Ted!

Ay, ay, sir! said Ted, as he came below.

I want a sail-makers needle, said the skipper glibly. Ive got a rent in this skirt.

I broke the last one yesterday, said Ted, with an evil grin.

Any other needle then, said the skipper, trying to conceal his emotion.

I dont believe theres such a thing aboard the ship, said Ted, who had obeyed the mates thoughtful injunction. NOR thread. I was only saying so to the mate yesterday.

The skipper sank again to the lowest depths, waved him away, and then, getting on a corner of the locker, fell into a gloomy reverie.

Its a pity you do things in such a hurry, said Tommy, sniffing vindictively. You might have made sure of the needle before you spoiled my clothes. Theres two of us going about ridiculous now.

The master of the Sarah Jane allowed this insolence to pass unheeded. It is in moments of deep distress that the mind of man, naturally reverting to solemn things, seeks to improve the occasion by a lecture. The skipper, chastened by suffering and disappointment, stuck his right hand in his pocket, after a lengthened search for it, and gently bidding the blanketed urchin in front of him to sit down, began:

You see what comes of drink and cards, he said mournfully. Instead of being at the helm of my ship, racing all the other craft down the river, Im skulkin down below here like  like  

Like an actress, suggested Tommy.

The skipper eyed him all over. Tommy, unconscious of offence, met his gaze serenely.

If, continued the skipper, at any time you felt like taking too much, and you stopped with the beer-mug half-way to your lips, and thought of me sitting in this disgraceful state, what would you do?

I dunno, replied Tommy, yawning.

What would you do? persisted the skipper, with great expression.

Laugh, I spose, said Tommy, after a moments thought.

The sound of a well-boxed ear rang through the cabin.

Youre an unnatural, ungrateful little toad, said the skipper fiercely. You dont deserve to have a good, kind uncle to look after you.

Anybody can have him for me, sobbed the indignant Tommy, as he tenderly felt his ear. You look a precious sight more like an aunt than an uncle.

After firing this shot he vanished in a cloud of blanket, and the skipper, reluctantly abandoning a hastily-formed resolve of first flaying him alive and then flinging him overboard, sat down again and lit his pipe.

Once out of the river he came on deck again, and, ignoring by a great effort the smiles of the crew and the jibes of the mate, took command. The only alteration he made in his dress was to substitute his sou-wester for the bonnet, and in this guise he did his work, while the aggrieved Tommy hopped it in blankets. The three days at sea passed like a horrid dream. So covetous was his gaze, that the crew instinctively clutched their nether garments and looked to the buttoning of their coats as they passed him. He saw coats in the mainsail, and fashioned phantom trousers out of the flying jib, and towards the end began to babble of blue serges and mixed tweeds. Oblivious of fame, he had resolved to enter the harbour of Battlesea by night; but it was not to be. Near home the wind dropped, and the sun was well up before Battlesea came into view, a grey bank on the starboard bow.

Until within a mile of the harbour, the skipper held on, and then his grasp on the wheel relaxed somewhat, and he looked round anxiously for the mate.

Wheres Bob? he shouted.

Hes very ill, sir, said Ted, shaking his head.

Ill? gasped the startled skipper. Here, take the wheel a minute.

He handed it over, and grasping his skirts went hastily below. The mate was half lying, half sitting, in his bunk, groaning dismally.

Whats the matter? inquired the skipper.

Im dying, said the mate. I keep being tied up all in knots inside. I cant hold myself straight.

The other cleared his throat. Youd better take off your clothes and lie down a bit, he said kindly. Let me help you off with them.

No  dont  trouble, panted the mate.

It aint no trouble, said the skipper, in a trembling voice.

No, Ill keep em on, said the mate faintly. Ive always had an idea Id like to die in my clothes. It may be foolish, but I cant help it.

Youll have your wish some day, never fear, you infernal rascal, shouted the overwrought skipper. Youre shamming sickness to make me take the ship into port.

Why shouldnt you take her in, asked the mate, with an air of innocent surprise. Its your duty as capn. Youd better get above now. The bar is always shifting.

The skipper, restraining himself by a mighty effort, went on deck again, and, taking the wheel, addressed the crew. He spoke feelingly of the obedience men owed their superior officers, and the moral obligation they were under to lend them their trousers when they required them. He dwelt on the awful punishments awarded for mutiny, and proved clearly, that to allow the master of a ship to enter port in petticoats was mutiny of the worst type. He then sent them below for their clothing. They were gone such a long time that it was palpable to the meanest intellect that they did not intend to bring it. Meantime the harbour widened out before him.

There were two or three people on the quay as the Sarah Jane came within hailing distance. By the time she had passed the lantern at the end of it there were two or three dozen, and the numbers were steadily increasing at the rate of three persons for every five yards she made. Kind-hearted, humane men, anxious that their friends should not lose so great and cheap a treat, bribed small and reluctant boys with pennies to go in search of them, and by the time the schooner reached her berth, a large proportion of the population of the port was looking over each others shoulders and shouting foolish and hilarious inquiries to the skipper. The news reached the owner, and he came hurrying down to the ship, just as the skipper, regardless of the heated remonstrances of the sightseers, was preparing to go below.

Mr. Pearson was a stout man, and he came down exploding with wrath. Then he saw the apparition, and mirth overcame him. It became necessary for three stout fellows to act as buttresses, and the more indignant the skipper looked the harder their work became. Finally he was assisted, in a weak state, and laughing hysterically, to the deck of the schooner, where he followed the skipper below, and in a voice broken with emotion demanded an explanation.

Its the finest sight I ever saw in my life, Bross, he said when the other had finished. I wouldnt have missed it for anything. Ive been feeling very low this last week, and its done me good. Dont talk nonsense about leaving the ship. I wouldnt lose you for anything after this, but if you like to ship a fresh mate and crew you can please yourself. If youll only come up to the house and let Mrs. Pearson see you  shes been ailing  Ill give you a couple of pounds. Now, get your bonnet and come.


THE BOATSWAINS WATCH

Captain Polson sat in his comfortable parlour smiling benignly upon his daughter and sister. His ship, after an absence of eighteen months, was once more berthed in the small harbour of Barborough, and the captain was sitting in that state of good-natured affability which invariably characterised his first appearance after a long absence.

No news this end, I suppose, he inquired, after a lengthy recital of most extraordinarily uninteresting adventures.

Not much, said his sister Jane, looking nervously at her niece. Young Metcalfe has gone into partnership with his father.

I dont want to hear about those sharks, said the captain, waxing red. Tell me about honest men.

Joe Lewis has had a months imprisonment for stealing fowls, said Miss Polson meekly. Mrs. Purton has had twins  dear little fellows they are, fat as butter!  she has named one of them Polson, after you. The greedy one.

Any deaths? inquired the captain snappishly, as he eyed the innocent lady suspiciously.

Poor old Jasper Wheeler has gone, said his sister; he was very resigned. He borrowed enough money to get a big doctor from London, and when he heard that there was no hope for him he said he was just longing to go, and he was sorry he couldnt take all his dear ones with him. Mary Hewson is married to Jack Draper, and young Metcalfes banns go up for the third time next Sunday.

I hope he gets a Tartar, said the vindictive captain. Whos the girl? Some silly little fool, I know. She ought to be warned!

I dont believe in interfering in marriages, said his daughter Chrissie, shaking her head sagely.

Oh! said the captain, staring, YOU dont! Now youve put your hair up and taken to wearing long frocks, I suppose youre beginning to think of it.

Yes; auntie wants to tell you something! said his daughter, rising and crossing the room.

No, I dont! said Miss Polson hastily.

Youd better do it, said Chrissie, giving her a little push, theres a dear; Ill go upstairs and lock myself in my room.

The face of the captain, whilst this conversation was passing, was a study in suppressed emotions. He was a firm advocate for importing the manners of the quarter-deck into private life, the only drawback being that he had to leave behind him the language usual in that locality. To this omission he usually ascribed his failures.

Sit down, Chrissie, he commanded; sit down, Jane. Now, miss, whats all this about?

I dont like to tell you, said Chrissie, folding her hands in her lap. I know youll be cross. Youre so unreasonable.

The captain stared  frightfully.

Im going to be married, said Chrissie suddenly, there! To Jack Metcalfe  there! So youll have to learn to love him. Hes going to try and love you for my sake. To his sisters dismay the captain got up, and brandishing his fists walked violently to and fro. By these simple but unusual means decorum was preserved.

If you were only a boy, said the captain, when he had regained his seat, I should know what to do with you.

If I were a boy, said Chrissie, who, having braced herself up for the fray, meant to go through with it, I shouldnt want to marry Jack. Dont be silly, father!

Jane, said the captain, in a voice which made the lady addressed start in her chair, what do you mean by it?

It isnt my fault, said Miss Polson feebly. I told her how it would be. And it was so gradual; he admired my geraniums at first, and, of course, I was deceived. There are so many people admire my geraniums; whether it is because the window has a south aspect  

Oh! said the captain rudely, thatll do, Jane. If he wasnt a lawyer, Id go round and break his neck. Chrissie is only nineteen, and shell come for a years cruise with me. Perhaps the sea airll strengthen her head. Well see whos master in this family.

Im sure I dont want to be master, said his daughter, taking a weapon of fine cambric out of her pocket, and getting ready for action. I cant help liking people. Auntie likes him too, dont you, auntie?

Yes, said Miss Polson bravely.

Very good, said the autocrat promptly, Ill take you both for a cruise.

Youre making me very un  unhappy, said Chrissie, burying her face in her handkerchief.

Youll be more unhappy before Ive done with you, said the captain grimly. And while I think of it, Ill step round and stop those banns. His daughter caught him by the arm as he was passing, and laid her face on his sleeve. Youll make me look so foolish, she wailed.

Thatll make it easier for you to come to sea with me, said her father. Dont cry all over my sleeve. Im going to see a parson. Run upstairs and play with your dolls, and if youre a good girl, Ill bring you in some sweets. He put on his hat, and closing the front door with a bang, went off to the new rector to knock two years off the age which his daughter kept for purposes of matrimony. The rector, grieved at such duplicity in one so young, met him more than half way, and he came out from him smiling placidly, until his attention was attracted by a young man on the other side of the road, who was regarding him with manifest awkwardness.

Good evening, Captain Polson, he said, crossing the road.

Oh, said the captain, stopping, I wanted to speak to you. I suppose you wanted to marry my daughter while I was out of the way, to save trouble. Just the manly thing I should have expected of you. Ive stopped the banns, and Im going to take her for a voyage with me. Youll have to look elsewhere, my lad.

The ill feeling is all on your side, captain, said Metcalfe, reddening.

Ill feeling! snorted the captain. You put me in the witness-box, and made me a laughing-stock in the place with your silly attempts at jokes, lost me five hundred pounds, and then try and marry my daughter while Im at sea. Ill feeling be hanged!

That was business, said the other.

It was, said the captain, and this is business too. Mine. Ill look after it, Ill promise you. I think I know wholl look silly this time. Id sooner see my girl in heaven than married to a rascal of a lawyer.

Youd want good glasses, retorted Metcalfe, who was becoming ruffled.

I dont want to bandy words with you, said the captain with dignity, after a long pause, devoted to thinking of something worth bandying. You think youre a clever fellow, but I know a cleverer. Youre quite welcome to marry my daughter  if you can.

He turned on his heel, and refusing to listen to any further remarks, went on his way rejoicing. Arrived home, he lit his pipe, and throwing himself into an armchair, related his exploits. Chrissie had recourse to her handkerchief again, more for effect than use, but Miss Polson, who was a tender soul, took hers out and wept unrestrainedly. At first the captain took it well enough. It was a tribute to his power, but when they took to sobbing one against the other, his temper rose, and he sternly commanded silence.

I shall be like  this  every day at sea, sobbed Chrissie vindictively, only worse; making us all ridiculous.

Stop that noise directly! vociferated the captain.

We c-c-cant, sobbed Miss Polson.

And we d-dont want to, said Chrissie. Its all we can do, and were going to do it. Youd better g-go out and stop something else. You cant stop us.

The captain took the advice and went, and in the billiard-room of the George heard some news which set him thinking, and which brought him back somewhat earlier than he had at first intended. A small group at his gate broke up into its elements at his approach, and the captain, following his sister and daughter into the room, sat down and eyed them severely.

So youre going to run off to London to get married, are you, miss? he said ferociously. Well, well see. You dont go out of my sight until we sail, and if I catch that pettifogging lawyer round at my gate again, Ill break every bone in his body, mind that.

For the next three days the captain kept his daughter under observation, and never allowed her to stir abroad except in his company. The evening of the third day, to his own great surprise, he spent at a Dorcas. The company was not congenial, several of the ladies putting their work away, and glaring frigidly at the intruder; and though they could see clearly that he was suffering greatly, made no attempt to put him at his ease. He was very thoughtful all the way home, and the next day took a partner into the concern, in the shape of his boatswain.

You understand, Tucker, he concluded, as the hapless seaman stood in a cringing attitude before Chrissie, that you never let my daughter out of your sight. When she goes out you go with her.

Yessir, said Tucker; and suppose she tells me to go home, what am I to do then?

Youre a fool, said the captain sharply. It doesnt matter what she says or does; unless you are in the same room, you are never to be more than three yards from her.

Make it four, capn, said the boatswain, in a broken voice.

Three, said the captain; and mind, shes artful. All girls are, and shell try and give you the slip. Ive had information given me as to whats going on. Whatever happens, you are not to leave her.

I wish youd get somebody else, sir, said Tucker, very respectfully. Theres a lot of chaps aboard thatd like the job.

Youre the only man I can trust, said the captain shortly. When I give you orders I know theyll be obeyed; its your watch now.

He went out humming. Chrissie took up a book and sat down, utterly ignoring the woebegone figure which stood the regulation three yards from her, twisting its cap in its hands.

I hope, miss, said the boatswain, after standing patiently for three-quarters of an hour, as ow you wont think I sought arter this ere little job.

No, said Chrissie, without looking up.

Im just obeying orders, continued the boatswain. I always git let in for these ere little jobs, somehow. The monkeys Ive had to look arter aboard ship would frighten you. There never was a monkey on the Monarch but what I was in charge of. Thats what a man gets through being trustworthy.

Just so, said Chrissie, putting down her book. Well, Im going into the kitchen now; come along, nursie.

Ere, I say, miss! remonstrated Tucker, flushing.

I dont know how Susan will like you going in her kitchen, said Chrissie thoughtfully; however, thats your business.

The unfortunate seaman followed his fair charge into the kitchen, and, leaning against the door-post, doubled up like a limp rag before the terrible glance of its mistress.

Ho! said Susan, who took the state of affairs as an insult to the sex in general; and what might you be wanting?

Capns orders, murmured Tucker feebly.

Im captain here, said Susan, confronting him with her bare arms akimbo.

And credit it does you, said the boatswain, looking round admiringly.

Is it your wish, Miss Chrissie, that this image comes and stalks into my kitchen as if the place belongs to him? demanded the irate Susan.

I didnt mean to come in in that way, said the astonished Tucker. I cant help being big.

I dont want him here, said her mistress; what do you think I want him for?

You hear that? said Susan, pointing to the door; now go. I dont want people to say that you come into this kitchen after me.

Im here by the capns orders, said Tucker faintly. I dont want to be here  far from it. As for people saying that I come here after you, them as knows me would laugh at the idea.

If I had my way, said Susan, in a hard rasping voice, Id box your ears for you. Thats what Id do to you, and you can go and tell the capn I said so. Spy!

This was the first verse of the first watch, and there were many verses. To add to his discomfort he was confined to the house, as his charge manifested no desire to go outside, and as neither she nor her aunt cared about the trouble of bringing him to a fit and proper state of subjection, the task became a labour of love for the energetic Susan. In spite of everything, however, he stuck to his guns, and the indignant Chrissie, who was in almost hourly communication with Metcalfe through the medium of her faithful handmaiden, was rapidly becoming desperate.

On the fourth day, time getting short, Chrissie went on a new tack with her keeper, and Susan, sorely against her will, had to follow suit. Chrissie smiled at him, Susan called him Mr. Tucker, and Miss Polson gave him a glass of her best wine. From the position of an outcast, he jumped in one bound to that of confidential adviser. Miss Polson told him many items of family interest, and later on in the afternoon actually consulted him as to a bad cold which Chrissie had developed.

He prescribed half-a-pint of linseed oil hot, but Miss Polson favoured chlorodyne. The conversation then turned on the deadly qualities of that drug when taken in excess, of the fatal sleep in which it lulled its victims. So disastrous were the incidents cited, that half an hour later, when, her aunt and Susan being out, Chrissie took a small bottle of chlorodyne from the mantel-piece, the boatswain implored her to try his nastier but safer remedy instead.

Nonsense! said Chrissie, Im only going to take twenty drops  one  two  three

The drug suddenly poured out in a little stream.

I should think thats about it, said Chrissie, holding the tumbler up to the light.

Its about five hundred! said the horrified Tucker. Dont take that, miss, whatever you do; let me measure it for you.

The girl waved him away, and, before he could interfere, drank off the contents of the glass and resumed her seat. The boatswain watched her uneasily, and taking up the phial carefully read through the directions. After that he was not at all surprised to see the book fall from his charges hand on to the floor, and her eyes close.

I knowed it, said Tucker, in a profuse perspiration, I knowed it. Them blamed gals are all alike. Always knows whats best. Miss Polson! Miss Polson!

He shook her roughly, but to no purpose, and then running to the door, shouted eagerly for Susan. No reply forthcoming he ran to the window, but there was nobody in sight, and he came back and stood in front of the girl, wringing his huge hands helplessly. It was a great question for a poor sailor-man. If he went for the doctor he deserted his post; if he didnt go his charge might die. He made one more attempt to awaken her, and, seizing a flower-glass, splashed her freely with cold water. She did not even wince.

Its no use fooling with it, murmured Tucker; I must get the doctor, thats all.

He quitted the room, and, dashing hastily downstairs, had already opened the hall door when a thought struck him, and he came back again. Chrissie was still asleep in the chair, and, with a smile at the clever way in which he had solved a difficulty, he stooped down, and, raising her in his strong arms, bore her from the room and downstairs. Then a hitch occurred. The triumphant progress was marred by the behaviour of the hall door, which, despite his efforts, refused to be opened, and, encumbered by his fair burden, he could not for some time ascertain the reason. Then, full of shame that so much deceit could exist in so fair and frail a habitation, he discovered that Miss Polsons foot was pressing firmly against it. Her eyes were still closed and her head heavy, but the fact remained that one foot was acting in a manner that was full of intelligence and guile, and when he took it away from the door the other one took its place. By a sudden manoeuvre the wily Tucker turned his back on the door, and opened it, and, at the same moment, a hand came to life again and dealt him a stinging slap on the face.

Idiot! said the indignant Chrissie, slipping from his arms and confronting him. How dare you take such a liberty?

The astonished boatswain felt his face, and regarded her open-mouthed.

Dont you ever dare to speak to me again, said the offended maiden, drawing herself up with irreproachable dignity. I am disgusted with your conduct. Most unbearable!

I was carrying you off to the doctor, said the boatswain. How was I to know you was only shamming?

SHAMMING? said Chrissie, in tones of incredulous horror. I was asleep. I often go to sleep in the afternoon.

The boatswain made no reply, except to grin with great intelligence as he followed his charge upstairs again. He grinned at intervals until the return of Susan and Miss Polson, who, trying to look unconcerned, came in later on, both apparently suffering from temper, Susan especially. Amid the sympathetic interruptions of these listeners Chrissie recounted her experiences, while the boatswain, despite his better sense, felt like the greatest scoundrel unhung, a feeling which was fostered by the remarks of Susan and the chilling regards of Miss Poison.

I shall inform the captain, said Miss Polson, bridling. Its my duty.

Oh, I shall tell him, said Chrissie. I shall tell him the moment he comes in at the door.

So shall I, said Susan; the idea of taking such liberties!

Having fired this broadside, the trio watched the enemy narrowly and anxiously.

If Ive done anything wrong, ladies, said the unhappy boatswain, I am sorry for it. I cant say anything fairer than that, and Ill tell the capn myself exactly how I came to do it when he comes in.

Pah! tell-tale! said Susan.

Of course, if you are here to fetch and carry, said Miss Polson, with withering emphasis.

The idea of a grown man telling tales, said Chrissie scornfully. Baby!

Why, just now you were all going to tell him yourselves, said the bewildered boatswain.

The two elder women rose and regarded him with looks of pitying disdain. Miss Polsons glance said Fool! plainly; Susan, a simple child of nature, given to expressing her mind freely, said Blockhead! with conviction.

I see ow it is, said the boatswain, after ruminating deeply. Well, I wont split, ladies. I can see now you was all in it, and it was a little job to get me out of the house.

What a head he has got, said the irritated Susan; isnt it wonderful how he thinks of it all! Nobody would think he was so clever to look at him.

Still waters run deep, said the boatswain, who was beginning to have a high opinion of himself.

And pride goes before a fall, said Chrissie; remember that, Mr. Tucker.

Mr. Tucker grinned, but, remembering the fable of the pitcher and the well, pressed his superior officer that evening to relieve him from his duties. He stated that the strain was slowly undermining a constitution which was not so strong as appearances would warrant, and that his knowledge of female nature was lamentably deficient on many important points. Youre doing very well, said the captain, who had no intention of attending any more Dorcases, very well indeed; I am proud of you.

It isnt a mans work, objected the boatswain. Besides, if anything happens youll blame me for it.

Nothing can happen, declared the captain confidently. We shall make a start in about four days now. Youre the only man I can trust with such a difficult job, Tucker, and I shant forget you.

Very good, said the other dejectedly. I obey orders, then.

The next day passed quietly, the members of the household making a great fuss of Tucker, and thereby filling him with forebodings of the worst possible nature. On the day after, when the captain, having business at a neighbouring town, left him in sole charge, his uneasiness could not be concealed.

Im going for a walk, said Chrissie, as he sat by himself, working out dangerous moves and the best means of checking them; would you care to come with me, Tucker?

I wish you wouldnt put it that way, miss, said the boatswain, as he reached for his hat.

I want exercise, said Chrissie; Ive been cooped up long enough.

She set off at a good pace up the High Street, attended by her faithful follower, and passing through the small suburbs, struck out into the country beyond. After four miles the boatswain, who was no walker, reminded her that they had got to go back.

Plenty of time, said Chrissie, we have got the day before us. Isnt it glorious? Do you see that milestone, Tucker? Ill race you to it; come along.

She was off on the instant, with the boatswain, who suspected treachery, after her.

You CAN run, she panted, thoughtfully, as she came in second; well have another one presently. You dont know how good it is for you, Tucker.

The boatswain grinned sourly and looked at her from the corner of his eye. The next three miles passed like a horrible nightmare; his charge making a race for every milestone, in which the labouring boatswain, despite his want of practice, came in the winner. The fourth ended disastrously, Chrissie limping the last ten yards, and seating herself with a very woebegone face on the stone itself.

You did very well, miss, said the boatswain, who thought he could afford to be generous. You neednt be offended about it.

Its my ankle, said Chrissie with a little whimper. Oh! I twisted it right round.

The boatswain stood regarding her in silent consternation

Its no use looking like that, said Chrissie sharply, you great clumsy thing. If you hadnt have run so hard it wouldnt have happened. Its all your fault.

If you dont mind leaning on me a bit, said Tucker, we might get along.

Chrissie took his arm petulantly, and they started on their return journey, at the rate of about four hours a mile, with little cries and gasps at every other yard.

Its no use, said Chrissie as she relinquished his arm, and, limping to the side of the road, sat down. The boatswain pricked up his ears hopefully at the sound of approaching wheels.

Whats the matter with the young lady? inquired a groom who was driving a little trap, as he pulled up and regarded with interest a grimace of extraordinary intensity on the young ladys face.

Broke her ankle, I think, said the boatswain glibly. Which way are you going?

Well, Im going to Barborough, said the groom; but my guvnors rather pertickler.

Ill make it all right with you, said the boatswain.

The groom hesitated a minute, and then made way for Chrissie as the boatswain assisted her to get up beside him; then Tucker, with a grin of satisfaction at getting a seat once more, clambered up behind, and they started.

Have a rug, mate, said the groom, handing the reins to Chrissie and passing it over; put it round your knees and tuck the ends under you.

Ay, ay, mate, said the boatswain as he obeyed the instructions.

Are you sure you are quite comfortable? said the groom affectionately.

Quite, said the other.

The groom said no more, but in a quiet business-like fashion placed his hands on the seamans broad back, and shot him out into the road. Then he snatched up the reins and drove off at a gallop.

Without the faintest hope of winning, Mr. Tucker, who realised clearly, appearances notwithstanding, that he had fallen into a trap, rose after a hurried rest and started on his fifth race that morning. The prize was only a second-rate groom with plated buttons, who was waving cheery farewells to him with a dingy top hat; but the boatswain would have sooner had it than a silver tea-service.

He ran as he had never ran before in his life, but all to no purpose, the trap stopping calmly a little further on to take up another passenger, in whose favour the groom retired to the back seat; then, with a final wave of the hand to him, they took a road to the left and drove rapidly out of sight. The boatswains watch was over.


LOW WATER

It was a calm, clear evening in late summer as the Elizabeth Ann, of Pembray, scorning the expensive aid of a tug, threaded her way down the London river under canvas. The crew were busy forward, and the master and part-owner  a fussy little man, deeply imbued with a sense of his own importance and cleverness  was at the wheel chatting with the mate. While waiting for a portion of his cargo, he had passed the previous week pleasantly enough with some relatives in Exeter, and was now in a masterful fashion receiving a report from the mate.

Theres one other thing, said the mate. I dessay youve noticed how sober old Dick is to-night.

I kept him short o purpose, said the skipper, with a satisfied air.

Taint that, said the mate. Youll be pleased to hear that im an Sam has been talked over by the other two, and that all your crew now, cept the cook, whos still Roman Catholic, has jined the Salvation Army.

Salvation Army! repeated the skipper in dazed tones. I dont want none o your gammon, Bob.

Its quite right, said the other. You can take it from me. How it was done I dont know, but what I do know is, none of em has touched licker for five days. Theyve all got red jerseys, an I hear as old Dick preaches a hexcellent sermon. Hes red-hot on it, and tothers follow im like sheep.

The drinks got to his brain, said the skipper sagely, after due reflection. Well, I dont mind, so long as they behave theirselves.

He kept silence until Woolwich was passed, and they were running along with all sails set, and then, his curiosity being somewhat excited, he called old Dick to him, with the amiable intention of a little banter.

Whats this I hear about you jining the Salvation Army? he asked.

Its quite true, sir, said Dick. I feel so happy, you cant think  we all do.

Glory! said one of the other men, with enthusiastic corroboration.

Seems like the measles, said the skipper facetiously. Four of you down with it at one time!

It IS like the measles, sir, said the old man impressively, an I only hope as youll catch it yourself, bad.

Hallelujah! bawled the other man suddenly. Hell catch it.

Hold that noise, you, Joe! shouted the skipper sternly. How dare you make that noise aboard ship?

Hes excited, sir, said Dick. Its love for you in is eart as does it.

Let him keep his love to hisself, said the skipper churlishly.

Ah! thats just what we cant do, said Dick in high-pitched tones, which the skipper rightly concluded to be his preaching voice. We cant do it  an why cant we do it? Becos we feel good, an we want you to feel good too. We want to share it with you. Oh, dear friend

Thats enough, said the master of the Elizabeth Ann, sharply. Dont you go dear friending me. Go forard! Go forard at once!

With a melancholy shake of his head the old man complied, and the startled skipper turned to the mate, who was at the wheel, and expressed his firm intention of at once stopping such behaviour on his ship.

You cant do it, said the mate firmly.

Cant do it? queried the skipper.

Not a bit of it, said the other. Theyve all got it bad, an the more you get at em the wuss theyll be. Mark my words, best let em alone.

Ill hold my hand a bit and watch em, was the reply; but Ive always been capn on my own ship, and I always will.

For the next twenty-four hours he retained his sovereignty undisputed, but on Sunday morning, after breakfast, when he was at the wheel, and the crew below, the mate, who had been forward, came aft with a strange grin struggling for development at the corners of his mouth.

Whats the matter? inquired the skipper, regarding him with some disfavour.

Theyre all down below with their red jerseys on, replied the mate, still struggling, and theyre holding a sort o consultation about the lost lamb, an the best way o reaching is ard eart.

Lost lamb! repeated the skipper unconcernedly, but carefully avoiding the others eye.

Youre the lost lamb, said the mate, who always went straight to the point.

I wont have it, said the skipper excitably. How dare they go on in this way? Go and send em up directly.

The mate, whistling cheerily, complied, and the four men, neatly attired in scarlet, came on deck.

Now, whats all this nonsense about? demanded the incensed man. What do you want?

We want your pore sinful soul, said Dick with ecstasy.

Ay, an well have it, said Joe, with deep conviction.

So we will, said the other two, closing their eyes and smiling rapturously; so we will.

The skipper, alarmed, despite himself, at their confidence, turned a startled face to the mate.

If you could see it now, continued Dick impressively, youd be frightened at it. If you could

Get to your own end of the ship, spluttered the indignant skipper. Get, before I kick you there!

Better let Sam have a try, said one of the other men, calmly ignoring the fury of the master; his efforts have been wonderfully blessed. Come here, Sam.

Theres a time for everything said Sam cautiously. Lets go forard and do what we can for him among ourselves.

They moved off reluctantly, Dick throwing such affectionate glances at the skipper over his shoulders that he nearly choked with rage.

I wont have it! he said fiercely; Ill knock it out of em.

You cant, said the mate. You cant knock sailor men about nowadays. The only thing you can do is to get rid of em.

I dont want to do that, was the growling reply. Theyve been with me a long time, and theyre all good men. Why dont they have a go at you, I wonder?

ME? said the mate, in indignant surprise. Why, Im a Seventh Day Baptist! They dont want to waste their time over me. Im all right.

Youre a pretty Seventh Day Baptist, you are! replied the skipper. Fust Ive heard of it.

You dont understand about such things, said the mate.

It must be a very easy religion, continued the skipper.

I dont make a show of it, if thats what you mean, rejoined the other warmly. Im one o them as believe in iding my light under a bushel.

A pint potud do easy, sneered the skipper. Its more in your line, too.

Anyway, the men reckernise it, said the mate loftily. They dont go an sit in their red jerseys an hold mothers meetings over me.

Ill knock their blessed heads off! growled the skipper. Ill learn em to insult me!

Its all for your own good, said the other. They mean it kindly. Well, I wish em luck.

With these hardy words he retired, leaving a seething volcano to pace the deck, and think over ways and means of once more reducing his crew to what he considered a fit and proper state of obedience and respect.

The climax was reached at tea-time, when an anonymous hand was thrust beneath the skylight, and a full-bodied tract fluttered wildly down and upset his tea.

Thats the last straw! he roared, fishing out the tract and throwing it on the floor. Ill read them chaps a lesson they wont forget in a hurry, and put a little money in my pocket at the same time. Ive got a little plan in my ed as come to me quite sudden this afternoon. Come on deck, Bob.

Bob obeyed, grinning, and the skipper, taking the wheel from Sam, sent him for the others.

Did you ever know me break my word, Dick? he inquired abruptly, as they shuffled up.

Never, said Dick.

Capn Bowers word is better than another mans oath, asseverated Joe.

Well, said Captain Bowers, with a wink at the mate, Im going to give you chaps a little self-denial week all to yourselves. If you all live on biscuit and water till we get to port, and dont touch nothing else, Ill jine you and become a Salvationist.

Biscuit and water, said Dick doubtfully, scratching a beard strong enough to scratch back.

It wouldnt be right to play with our constitooshuns in that way, sir, objected Joe, shaking his head.

There you are, said Bowers, turning to the mate with a wave of his hand. Theyre precious anxious about me so long as its confined to jawing, and dropping tracts into my tea, but when it comes to a little hardship on their part, see how they back out of it.

We aint backing out of it, said Dick cautiously; but spose we do, how are we to be certain as youll jine us?

You ve got my word for it, said the other, an the mate an cook witness it.

O course, you jine the Army for good, sir, said Dick, still doubtfully.

O course.

Then its a bargain, sir, said Dick, beaming; aint it, chaps?

Ay, ay, said the others, but not beaming quite so much. Oh, what a joyful day this is! said the old man. A Salvation crew an a Salvation capn! Well have the cook next, bad as he is.

Youll have biskit an water, said the cook icily, as they moved off, an nothing else, Ill take care.

They must be uncommon fond o me, said the skipper meditatively.

Uncommon fond o having their own way, growled the mate. Nice thing youve let yourself in for.

I know what I m about, was the confident reply.

You aint going to let them idiots fast for a week an then break your word? said the mate in surprise.

Certainly not, said the other wrathfully; Id sooner jine three armies than do that, and you know it.

Theyll keep to the grub, dont you fear, said the mate. I cant understand how you are going to manage it.

Thats where the brains come in, retorted the skipper, somewhat arrogantly.

Fust time Ive heard of em, murmured the mate softly; but I spose youve been using pint pots too.

The skipper glared at him scornfully, but, being unprovided with a retort, forbore to reply, and going below again mixed himself a stiff glass of grog, and drank success to his scheme.

Three days passed, and the men stood firm, and, realising that they were slowly undermining the skippers convictions, made no effort to carry him by direct assault. The mate made no attempt to conceal his opinion of his superiors peril, and in gloomy terms strove to put the full horror of his position before him.

What your missisll say the first time she sees you prancing up an down the road tapping a tambourine, I cant think, said he.

I shant have no tambourine, said Captain Bowers cheerfully.

Itll also be your painful dooty to stand outside your father-in-laws pub and try and persuade customers not to go in, continued Bob. Nice thing that for a quiet family!

The skipper smiled knowingly, and, rolling a cigar in his mouth, leaned back in his seat and cocked his eye at the skylight.

Dont you worry, my lad, said he; dont you worry. Im in this job, an Im coming out on top. When men forget whats due to their betters, and preach to em, theyve got to be taught whats what. If the wind keeps fair we ought to be home by Sunday night or Monday morning.

The other nodded.

Now, you keep your eyes open, said the skipper; and, going to his state-room, he returned with three bottles of rum and a corkscrew, all of which, with an air of great mystery, he placed on the table, and then smiled at the mate. The mate smiled too.

Whats this? inquired the skipper, drawing the cork, and holding a bottle under the others nose.

It smells like rum, said the mate, glancing round, possibly for a glass.

Its for the men, said the skipper, but you may take a drop.

The mate, taking down a glass, helped himself liberally, and, having made sure of it, sympathetically, but politely, expressed his firm opinion that the men would not touch it under any conditions whatever.

You dont quite understand how firm they are, said he; you think its just a new fad with em, but it aint.

Theyll drink it, said the skipper, taking up two of the bottles. Bring the other on deck for me.

The mate complied, wonderingly, and, laden with prime old Jamaica, ascended the steps.

Whats this? inquired the skipper, crossing over to Dick, and holding out a bottle.

Pison, sir, said Dick promptly.

Have a drop, said the skipper jovially.

Not for twenty pounds, said the old man, with a look of horror.

Not for two million pounds, said Sam, with financial precision.

Will anybody have a drop? asked the owner, waving the bottle to and fro.

As he spoke a grimy paw shot out from behind him, and, before he quite realised the situation, the cook had accepted the invitation, and was hurriedly making the most of it.

Not you, growled the skipper, snatching the bottle from him; I didnt mean you. Well, my lads, if you wont have it neat you shall have it watered.

Before anybody could guess his intention he walked to the water-cask, and, removing the cover, poured in the rum. In the midst of a profound silence he emptied the three bottles, and then, with a triumphant smile, turned and confronted his astonished crew.

Whats in that cask, Dick? he asked quietly.

Rum and water, groaned Dick; but that aint fair play, sir. Weve kep to our part o the agreement, sir, an you ought to ha kep to yours.

So I have, was the quick reply; so I have, an I still keep to it. Dont you see this, my lads; when you start playing antics with me youre playing a fools game, an youre bound to come a cropper. Some men would ha waited longer afore they spiled their game, but I think youve suffered enough. Now theres a lump of beef and some taters on, an youd better go and make a good square meal, an next time you want to alter the religion of people as knows better than you do, think twice.

We dont want no beef, sir; biskitll do for us, said Dick firmly.

All right, please yourselves, said the skipper; but mind, no hanky-panky, no coming for drink when my backs turned; this caskll be watched; but if you do alter your mind about the beef you can tell the cook to get it for you any time you like.

He threw the bottles overboard, and, ignoring the groaning and head-shaking of the men, walked away, listening with avidity to the respectful tributes to his genius tendered by the mate and cook  flattery so delicate and so genuine withal that he opened another bottle.

Theres just one thing, said the mate presently; wont the rum affect the cooking a good deal?

I never thought o that, admitted the skipper; still, we musnt expect to have everything our own way.

No, no, said the mate blankly, admiring the others choice of pronouns.

Up to Friday afternoon the skipper went about with a smile of kindly satisfaction on his face; but in the evening it weakened somewhat, and by Saturday morning it had vanished altogether, and was replaced by an expression of blank amazement and anxiety, for the crew shunned the water cask as though it were poison, without appearing to suffer the slightest inconvenience. A visible air of proprietorship appeared on their faces whenever they looked at the skipper, and the now frightened man inveighed fiercely to the mate against the improper methods of conversion patronised by some religious bodies, and the aggravating obstinacy of some of their followers.

Its wonderful what enthusiasmll do for a man, said Bob reflectively; I knew a man once

I dont want none o your lies, interposed the other rudely.

An I dont want your blamed rum and water, if it comes to that, said the mate, firing up. When a mans tea is made with rum, an his beef is biled in it, he begins to wonder whether hes shipped with a seaman or a  a

A what? shouted the skipper. Say it!

I cant think o nothing foolish enough, was the frank reply. Its all right for you, becos its the last licker as youll be allowed to taste, but its rough on me and the cook.

Damn you an the cook, said the skipper, and went on deck to see whether the mens tongues were hanging out.

By Sunday morning he was frantic; the men were hale and well enough, though, perhaps, a trifle thin, and he began to believe with the cook that the age of miracles had not yet passed.

It was a broiling hot day, and, to add to his discomfort, the mate, who was consumed by a raging thirst, lay panting in the shade of the mainsail, exchanging condolences of a most offensive nature with the cook every time he looked his way.

All the morning he grumbled incessantly, until at length, warned by an offensive smell of rum that dinner was on the table, he got up and went below.

At the foot of the ladder he paused abruptly, for the skipper was leaning back in his seat, gazing in a fascinated manner at some object on the table.

Whats the matter? inquired the mate in alarm.

The other, who did not appear to hear the question, made no answer, but continued to stare in a most extraordinary fashion at a bottle which graced the centre of the table.

What is it? inquired the mate, not venturing to trust his eyes. WATER? Where did it come from?

Cook! roared the skipper, turning a bloodshot eye on that worthy, as his pallid face showed behind the mate, whats this? If you say its water Ill kill you.

I dont know what it is, sir, said the cook cautiously; but Dick sent it to you with his best respects, and I was to say as theres plenty more where that came from. Hes a nasty, underanded, deceitful old man, is Dick, sir, an it seems he laid in a stock o water in bottles an the like afore you doctored the cask, an the men have had it locked up in their chests ever since.

Dicks a very clever old man, remarked the mate, pouring himself out a glass, and drinking it with infinite relish, aint he, capn? Itll be a privilege to jine anything that mans connected with, wont it?

He paused for a reply, but none came, for the capn, with dim eyes, was staring blankly into a future so lonely and uncongenial that he had lost the power of speech  even of that which, at other crises, had never failed to afford him relief. The mate gazed at him curiously for a moment, and then, imitating the example of the cook, quitted the cabin.


IN MID-ATLANTIC

No, sir, said the night-watchman, as he took a seat on a post at the end of the jetty, and stowed a huge piece of tobacco in his cheek. No, man an boy, I was at sea forty years afore I took on this job, but I cant say as ever I saw a real, downright ghost.

This was disappointing, and I said so. Previous experience of the power of Bills vision had led me to expect something very different.

Not but what Ive known some queer things happen, said Bill, fixing his eyes on the Surrey side, and going off into a kind of trance. Queer things.

I waited patiently; Bills eyes, after resting for some time on Surrey, began to slowly cross the river, paused midway in reasonable hopes of a collision between a tug with its flotilla of barges and a penny steamer, and then came back to me.

You heard that yarn old Capn Harris was telling the other day about the skipper he knew having a warning one night to alter his course, an doing so, picked up five live men and three dead skeletons in a open boat? he inquired.

I nodded.

The yarn in various forms is an old one, said I.

Its all founded on something I told him once, said Bill. I dont wish to accuse Capn Harris of taking another mans true story an spoiling it; hes got a bad memory, thats all. Fust of all, he forgets he ever heard the yarn; secondly, he goes and spoils it.

I gave a sympathetic murmur. Harris was as truthful an old man as ever breathed, but his tales were terribly restricted by this circumstance, whereas Bills were limited by nothing but his own imagination.

It was about fifteen years ago now, began Bill, getting the quid into a bye-way of his cheek, where it would not impede his utterance I was A. B. on the Swallow, a barque, trading wherever we could pick up stuff. On this vyge we was bound from London to Jamaica with a general cargo.

The start of that vyge was excellent. We was towed out of the St. Katherines Docks here, to the Nore, an the tug left us to a stiff breeze, which fairly raced us down Channel and out into the Atlantic. Everybody was saying what a fine vyge we was having, an what quick time we should make, an the fust mate was in such a lovely temper that you might do anything with him amost.

We was about ten days out, an still slipping along in this spanking way, when all of a sudden things changed. I was at the wheel with the second mate one night, when the skipper, whose name was Brown, came up from below in a uneasy sort o fashion, and stood looking at us for some time without speaking. Then at last he sort o makes up his mind, and ses he  

Mr. McMillan, Ive just had a most remarkable experience, an I dont know what to do about it.

Yes, sir? ses Mr. McMillan.

Three times I ve been woke up this night by something shouting in my ear, Steer nor-nor-west! ses the capn very solemnly, Steer nor-nor-west! thats all it says. The first time I thought it was somebody got into my cabin skylarking, and I laid for em with a stick but Ive heard it three times, an theres nothing there.

Its a supernatural warning, ses the second mate, who had a great uncle once who had the second sight, and was the most unpopular man of his family, because he always knew what to expect, and laid his plans according.

Thats what I think, ses the capn. Theres some poor shipwrecked fellow creatures in distress.

Its a verra grave responsebeelity, ses Mr. McMillan I should just ca up the fairst mate.

Bill, ses the capn, just go down below, and tell Mr. Salmon I d like a few words with him partikler.

Well, I went down below, and called up the first mate, and as soon as Id explained to him what he was wanted for, he went right off into a fit of outrageous bad language, an hit me. He came right up on deck in his pants an socks. A most disrespekful way to come to the capn, but he was that hot and excited he didnt care what he did.

Mr. Salmon, ses the capn gravely, Ive just had a most solemn warning, and I want to

I know, says the mate gruffly.

What! have you heard it too? ses the capn, in surprise. Three times? I heard it from him, ses the mate, pointing to me. Nightmare, sir, nightmare.

It was not nightmare, sir, ses the capn, very huffy, an if I hear it again, I m going to alter this ships course.

Well, the fust mate was in a hole. He wanted to call the skipper something which he knew wasnt discipline. I knew what it was, an I knew if the mate didnt do something hed be ill, he was that sort of man, everything flew to his head. He walked away, and put his head over the side for a bit, an at last, when he came back, he was, comparatively speaking, calm.

You mustnt hear them words again, sir, ses he; dont go to sleep again to-night. Stay up, an well have a hand o cards, and in the morning you take a good stiff dose o rhoobarb. Dont spoil one o the best trips weve ever had for the sake of a pennyworth of rhoobarb, ses he, pleading-like.

Mr. Salmon, ses the capn, very angry, I shall not fly in the face o Providence in any such way. I shall sleep as usual, an as for your rhoobarb, ses the capn, working hisself up into a passion damme, sir, Ill  Ill dose the whole crew with it, from first mate to cabin-boy, if I have any impertinence.

Well, Mr. Salmon, who was getting very mad, stalks down below, followed by the capn, an Mr. McMillan was that excited that he even started talking to me about it. Half-an-hour arterwards the capn comes running up on deck again.

Mr. McMillan, ses he excitedly, steer nor-nor-west until further orders. Ive heard it again, an this time it nearly split the drum of my ear.

The ships course was altered, an after the old man was satisfied he went back to bed again, an almost directly arter eight bells went, an I was relieved. I wasnt on deck when the fust mate come up, but those that were said he took it very calm. He didnt say a word. He just sat down on the poop, and blew his cheeks out.

As soon as ever it was daylight the skipper was on deck with his glasses. He sent men up to the masthead to keep a good look-out, an he was dancing about like a cat on hot bricks all the morning.

How long are we to go on this course, sir? asks Mr. Salmon, about ten oclock in the morning.

Ive not made up my mind, sir, ses the capn, very stately; but I could see he was looking a trifle foolish.

At twelve oclock in the day, the fust mate got a cough, and every time he coughed it seemed to act upon the skipper, and make him madder and madder. Now that it was broad daylight, Mr. McMillan didnt seem to be so creepy as the night before, an I could see the capn was only waiting for the slightest excuse to get into our proper course again.

Thats a nasty, bad cough o yours, Mr. Salmon, ses he, eyeing the mate very hard.

Yes, a nasty, irritating sort o cough, sir, ses the other; it worries me a great deal. Its this going up norards whats sticking in my throat, ses he.

The capn give a gulp, and walked off, but he comes back in a minute, and ses he  

Mr. Salmon, I should think it a great pity to lose a valuable officer like yourself, even to do good to others. Theres a hard ring about that cough I dont like, an if you really think its going up this bit north, why, I dont mind putting the ship in her course again.

Well, the mate thanked him kindly, and he was just about to give the orders when one o the men who was at the masthead suddenly shouts out  

Ahoy! Small boat on the port bow!

The capn started as if hed been shot, and ran up the rigging with his glasses. He came down again almost direckly, and his face was all in a glow with pleasure and excitement.

Mr. Salmon, ses he, heres a small boat with a lug sail in the middle o the Atlantic, with one pore man lying in the bottom of her. What do you think o my warning now?

The mate didnt say anything at first, but he took the glasses and had a look, an when he came back anyone could see his opinion of the skipper had gone up miles and miles.

Its a wonderful thing, sir, ses he, and one Ill remember all my life. Its evident that youve been picked out as a instrument to do this good work.

Id never heard the fust mate talk like that afore, cept once when he fell overboard, when he was full, and stuck in the Thames mud. He said it was Providence; though, as it was low water, according to the tide-table, I couldnt see what Providence had to do with it myself. He was as excited as anybody, and took the wheel himself, and put the ships head for the boat, and as she came closer, our boat was slung out, and me and the second mate and three other men dropped into her, an pulled so as to meet the other.

Never mind the boat; we dont want to be bothered with her, shouts out the capn as we pulled away Save the man!

Ill say this for Mr. McMillan, he steered that boat beautifully, and we ran alongside o the other as clever as possible. Two of us shipped our oars, and gripped her tight, and then we saw that she was just an ordinary boat, partly decked in, with the head and shoulders of a man showing in the opening, fast asleep, and snoring like thunder.

Puir chap, ses Mr. McMillan, standing up. Look how wasted he is.

He laid hold o the man by the neck of his coat an his belt, an, being a very powerful man, dragged him up and swung him into our boat, which was bobbing up and down, and grating against the side of the other. We let go then, an the man wed rescued opened his eyes as Mr. McMillan tumbled over one of the thwarts with him, and, letting off a roar like a bull, tried to jump back into his boat.

Hold him! shouted the second mate. Hold him tight! Hes mad, puir feller.

By the way that man fought and yelled, we thought the mate was right, too. He was a short, stiff chap, hard as iron, and he bit and kicked and swore for all he was worth, until at last we tripped him up and tumbled him into the bottom of the boat, and held him there with his head hanging back over a thwart.

Its all right, my puir feller, ses the second mate; yere in good hands  yere saved.

Damme! ses the man; whats your little game? Wheres my boat  eh? Wheres my boat?

He wriggled a bit, and got his head up, and, when he saw it bowling along two or three hundred yards away, his temper got the better of him, and he swore that if Mr. McMillan didnt row after it hed knife him.

We cant bother about the boat, ses the mate; weve had enough bother to rescue you.

Who the devil wanted you to rescue me? bellowed the man. Ill make you pay for this, you miserable swabs. If theres any law in Amurrica, you shall have it!

By this time we had got to the ship, which had shortened sail, and the capn was standing by the side, looking down upon the stranger with a big, kind smile which nearly sent him crazy.

Welcome aboard, my pore feller, ses he, holding out his hand as the chap got up the side.

Are you the author of this outrage? ses the man fiercely. I dont understand you, ses the capn, very dignified, and drawing himself up.

Did you send your chaps to sneak me out o my boat while I was having forty winks? roars the other. Damme! thats English, aint it?

Surely, ses the capn, surely you didnt wish to be left to perish in that little craft. I had a supernatural warning to steer this course on purpose to pick you up, and this is your gratitude.

Look here! ses the other. My names Capn Naskett, and Im doing a record trip from New York to Liverpool in the smallest boat that has ever crossed the Atlantic, an you go an bust everything with your cussed officiousness. If you think Im going to be kidnapped just to fulfil your beastly warnings, youve made a mistake. Ill have the law on you, thats what Ill do. Kidnappings a punishable offence.

What did you come here for, then? ses the capn.

Come! howls Capn Naskett. Come! A feller sneaks up alongside o me with a boat-load of street-sweepings dressed as sailors, and snaps me up while Im asleep, and you ask me what I come for. Look here. You clap on all sail and catch that boat o mine, and put me back, and Ill call it quits. If you dont, Ill bring a law-suit agin you, and make you the laughing-stock of two continents into the bargain.

Well, to make the best of a bad bargain, the capn sailed after the cussed little boat, and Mr. Salmon, who thought more than enough time had been lost already, fell foul o Capn Naskett. They was both pretty talkers, and the way they went on was a education for every sailorman afloat. Every man aboard got as near as they durst to listen to them; but I must say Capn Naskett had the best of it. He was a sarkastik man, and pretended to think the ship was fitted out just to pick up shipwrecked people, an he also pretended to think we was castaways what had been saved by it. He said o course anybody could see at a glance we wasnt sailormen, an he supposed Mr. Salmon was a butcher what had been carried out to sea while paddling at Margate to strengthen his ankles. He said a lot more of this sort of thing, and all this time we was chasing his miserable little boat, an he was admiring the way she sailed, while the fust mate was answering his reflexshuns, an Im sure that not even our skipper was more pleased than Mr. Salmon when we caught it at last, and shoved him back. He was ungrateful up to the last, an, just before leaving the ship, actually went up to Capn Brown, and advised him to shut his eyes an turn round three times and catch what he could.

I never saw the skipper so upset afore, but I heard him tell Mr. McMillan that night that if he ever went out of his way again after a craft, it would only be to run it down. Most people keep pretty quiet about supernatural things that happen to them, but he was about the quietest I ever heard of, an, whats more, he made everyone else keep quiet about it, too. Even when he had to steer nor-nor-west arter that in the way o business he didnt like it, an he was about the most cruelly disappointed man you ever saw when he heard afterwards that Capn Naskett got safe to Liverpool.


AFTER THE INQUEST

It was a still fair evening in late summer in the parish of Wapping. The hands had long since left, and the night watchman having abandoned his trust in favour of a neighbouring bar, the wharf was deserted.

An elderly seaman came to the gate and paused irresolute, then, seeing all was quiet, stole cautiously on to the jetty, and stood for some time gazing curiously down on to the deck of the billy-boy PSYCHE lying alongside.

With the exception of the mate, who, since the lamented disappearance of its late master and owner, was acting as captain, the deck was as deserted as the wharf. He was smoking an evening pipe in all the pride of a first command, his eye roving fondly from the blunt bows and untidy deck of his craft to her clumsy stern, when a slight cough from the man above attracted his attention.

How do, George? said the man on the jetty, somewhat sheepishly, as the other looked up.

The mate opened his mouth, and his pipe fell from it and smashed to pieces unnoticed.

Got much stuff in her this trip? continued the man, with an obvious attempt to appear at ease.

The mate, still looking up, backed slowly to the other side of the deck, but made no reply.

Whats the matter, man? said the other testily. You dont seem overpleased to see me.

He leaned over as he spoke, and, laying hold of the rigging, descended to the deck, while the mate took his breath in short, exhilarating gasps.

Here I am, George, said the intruder, turned up like a bad penny, an glad to see your handsome face again, I can tell you.

In response to this flattering remark George gurgled.

Why, said the other, with an uneasy laugh, did you think I was dead, George? Ha, ha! Feel that!

He fetched the horrified man a thump in the back, which stopped even his gurgles.

That feel like a dead man? asked the smiter, raising his hand again. Feel  

The mate moved back hastily. Thatll do, said he fiercely; ghost or no ghost, dont you hit me like that again.

A right, George, said the other, as he meditatively felt the stiff grey whiskers which framed his red face. Whats the news?

The news, said George, who was of slow habits and speech, is that you was found last Tuesday week off St. Katherines Stairs, you was sat on a Friday week at the Town o Ramsgate public-house, and buried on Monday afternoon at Lowestoft.

Buried? gasped the other, sat on? Youve been drinking, George.

An a pretty penny your funeral cost, I can tell you, continued the mate. Theres a headstone being made now Lived lamented and died respected, I think it is, with Not lost, but gone before, at the bottom.

Lived respected and died lamented, you mean, growled the old man; well, a nice muddle you have made of it between you. Things always go wrong when Im not here to look after them.

You aint dead, then? said the mate, taking no notice of this unreasonable remark, Whereve you been all this long time?

No more than youre master o this ere ship, replied Mr. Harbolt grimly. I  Ive been a bit queer in the stomach, an I took a little drink to correct it. Foolish like, I took the wrong drink, and it must have got into my head.

Thats the worst of not being used to it, said the mate, without moving a muscle.

The skipper eyed him solemnly, but the mate stood firm.

Arter that, continued the skipper, still watching him suspiciously, I remember no more distinctly until this morning, when I found myself sitting on a step down Poplar way and shiverin, with the morning newspaper and a crowd round me.

Morning newspaper! repeated the mystified mate. What was that for?

Decency. I was wrapped up in it, replied the skipper. Where I came from or how I got there I dont know more than Adam. I spose I must have been ill; I seem to remember taking something out of a bottle pretty often. Some old gentleman in the crowd took me into a shop and bought me these clothes, an here I am. My own cloes and thirty pounds o freight money I had in my pocket is all gone.

Well, Im hearty glad to see you back, said the mate. Its quite a home-coming for you, too. Your missis is down aft.

My missis? What the devils she aboard for? growled the skipper, successfully controlling his natural gratification at the news.

Shes been with us these last two trips, replied the mate. Shes had business to settle in London, and shes been going through your lockers to clear up, like.

My lockers! groaned the skipper. Good heavens! theres things in them lockers I wouldnt have her see for the world; women are so fussy an so fond o making something out o nothing. Theres a pore female touched a bit in the upper storey, whats been writing love letters to me, George.

Three pore females, said the precise mate; the missis has got all the letters tied up with blue ribbon. Very far gone they was, too, poor creeters.

George, said the skipper in a broken voice, Im a ruined man. Ill never hear the end o this. I guess Ill go an sleep forard this voyage, and lie low. Be keerful you dont let on Im aboard, an after shes home Ill take the ship again, and let the thing leak out gradual. Come to life bit by bit, so to speak. It wouldnt do to scare her, George, an in the meantime Ill try an think o some explanation to tell her. You might be thinking too.

Ill do what I can, said the mate.

Crack me up to the old girl all you can; tell her I used to write to all sorts o people when I got a drop of drink in me; say how thoughtful I always was of her. You might tell her about that gold locket I bought for her an got robbed of.

Gold locket? said the mate in tones of great surprise. What gold locket? Fust Ive heard of it.

Any gold locket, said the skipper irritably; anything you can think of; you neednt be pertikler. Arter that you can drop little hints about people being buried in mistake for others, so as to prepare her a bit  I dont want to scare her.

Leave it to me, said the mate.

Ill go an turn in now, Im dead tired, said the skipper. I spose Joe and the boys asleep?

George nodded, and meditatively watched the other as he pushed back the fore-scuttle and drew it after him as he descended. Then a thought struck the mate, and he ran hastily forward and threw his weight on the scuttle just in time to frustrate the efforts of Joe and the boy, who were coming on deck to tell him a new ghost story. The confusion below was frightful, the skippers cry of Its only me, Joe, not possessing the soothing effect which he intended. They calmed down at length, after their visitor had convinced them that he really was flesh and blood and fists, and the boys attention being directed to a small rug in the corner of the focsle, the skipper took his bunk and was soon fast asleep.

He slept so soundly that the noise of the vessel getting under way failed to rouse him, and she was well out in the open river when he awoke, and after cautiously protruding his head through the scuttle, ventured on deck. For some time he stood eagerly sniffing the cool, sweet air, and then, after a look round, gingerly approached the mate, who was at the helm.

Give me a hold on her, said he.

You had better get below again, if you dont want the missis to see you, said the mate. Shes gettin up  nasty temper shes in too.

The skipper went forward grumbling. Send down a good breakfast, George, said he.

To his great discomfort the mate suddenly gave a low whistle, and regarded him with a look of blank dismay.

Good gracious! he cried, I forgot all about it. Heres a pretty kettle of fish  well, well.

Forgot about what? asked the skipper uneasily.

The crew take their meals in the cabin now, replied the mate, cos the missis says its more cheerful for em, and shes larning em to eat their wittles properly.

The skipper looked at him aghast. Youll have to smuggle me up some grub, he said at length. Im not going to starve for nobody.

Easier said than done, said the mate. The missis has got eyes like needles; still, Ill do the best I can for you. Look out! Here she comes.

The skipper fled hastily, and, safe down below, explained to the crew how they were to secrete portions of their breakfast for his benefit. The amount of explanation required for so simple a matter was remarkable, the crew manifesting a denseness which irritated him almost beyond endurance. They promised, however, to do the best they could for him, and returned in triumph after a hearty meal, and presented their enraged commander with a few greasy crumbs and the tail of a bloater.

For the next two days the wind was against them, and they made but little progress. Mrs. Harbolt spent most of her time on deck, thereby confining her husband to his evil-smelling quarters below. Matters were not improved for him by his treatment of the crew, who, resenting his rough treatment of them, were doing their best to starve him into civility. Most of the time he kept in his bunk  or rather Jemmys bunk  a prey to despondency and hunger of an acute type, venturing on deck only at night to prowl uneasily about and bemoan his condition.

On the third night Mrs. Harbolt was later in retiring than usual, and it was nearly midnight before the skipper, who had been indignantly waiting for her to go, was able to get on deck and hold counsel with the mate.

Ive done what I could for you, said the latter, fishing a crust from his pocket, which Harbolt took thankfully. Ive told her all the yarns I could think of about people turning up after they was buried and the like.

Whatd she say? queried the skipper eagerly, between his bites.

Told me not to talk like that, said the mate; said it showed a want o trust in Providence to hint at such things. Then I told her what you asked me about the locket, only I made it a bracelet worth ten pounds.

That pleased her? suggested the other hopefully.

The mate shook his head. She said I was a born fool to believe youd been robbed of it, he replied. She said what youd done was to give it to one o them pore females. Shes been going on frightful about it all the afternoon  wont talk o nothing else.

I dont know whats to be done, groaned the skipper despondently. I shall be dead afore we get to port this wind holds. Go down and get me something to eat George; Im starving.

Everythings locked up, as I told you afore, said the mate.

As the master of this ship, said the skipper, drawing himself up, I order you to go down and get me something to eat. You can tell the missus its for you if she says anything.

Im hanged if I will, said the mate sturdily. Why dont you go down and have it out with her like a man? She cant eat you.

Im not going to, said the other shortly. Im a determined man, and when I say a thing I mean it. Its going to be broken to her gradual, as I said; I dont want her to be scared, poor thing.

I know whod be scared the most, murmured the mate.

The skipper looked at him fiercely, and then sat down wearily on the hatches with his hands between his knees, rising, after a time, to get the dipper and drink copiously from the water-cask. Then, replacing it with a sigh, he bade the mate a surly good-night and went below.

To his dismay he found when he awoke in the morning that what little wind there was had dropped in the night, and the billy-boy was just rising and falling lazily on the water in a fashion most objectionable to an empty stomach. It was the last straw, and he made things so uncomfortable below that the crew were glad to escape on deck, where they squatted down in the bows, and proceeded to review a situation which was rapidly becoming unbearable.

Ive ad enough of it, Joe, grumbled the boy. Im sore all over with sleeping on the floor, and the old mans temper gets wuss and wuss. Im going to be ill.

Whaffor? queried Joe dully.

You tell the missus Im down below ill. Say you think Im dying, responded the infant Machiavelli, then youll see somethink if you keep your eyes open.

He went below again, not without a little nervousness, and, clambering into Joes bunk, rolled over on his back and gave a deep groan.

Whats the matter with YOU! growled the skipper, who was lying in the other bunk staving off the pangs of hunger with a pipe.

Im very ill  dying, said Jemmy, with another groan.

Youd better stay in bed and have your breakfast brought down here, then, said the skipper kindly.

I dont want no breakfast, said Jem faintly.

Thats no reason why you shouldnt have it sent down, you unfeeling little brute, said the skipper indignantly. You tell Joe to bring you down a great plate o cold meat and pickles, and some coffee; thats what you want.

All right, sir, said Jemmy. I hope they wont let the missus come down here, in case its something catching. I wouldnt like her to be took bad.

Eh? said the skipper, in alarm. Certainly not. Here, you go up and die on deck. Hurry up with you.

I cant; Im too weak, said Jemmy.

You get up on deck at once; dye hear me? hissed the skipper, in alarm.

I c-c-c-cant help it, sobbed Jemmy, who was enjoying the situation amazingly. I blieve its sleeping on the hard floors snapped something inside me.

If you dont go Ill take you, said the skipper, and he was about to rise to put his threat into execution when a shadow fell across the opening, and a voice, which thrilled him to the core, said softly, Jemmy!

Yes m? said Jemmy languidly, as the skipper flattened himself in his bunk and drew the clothes over him.

How do you feel? inquired Mrs. Harbolt.

Bad all over, said Jemmy. Oh, dont come down, mum  please dont.

Rubbish! said Mrs. Harbolt tartly, as she came slowly and carefully down backwards. What a dark hole this is, Jemmy. No wonder youre ill. Put your tongue out.

Jemmy complied.

I cant see properly here, murmured the lady, but it looks very large. Spose you go in the other bunk, Jemmy. Its a good bit higher than this, and youd get more air and be more comfortable altogether.

Joe wouldnt like it, mum, said the boy anxiously. The last glimpse he had had of the skippers face did not make him yearn to share his bed with him.

Stuff an nonsense! said Mrs. Harbolt hotly. Whos Joe, Id like to know? Out you come.

I cant move, mum, said Jemmy firmly.

Nonsense! said the lady. Ill just put it straight for you first, then in it you go.

No, dont, mum, shouted Jemmy, now thoroughly alarmed at the success of his plot. There, theres a gentleman in that bunk. A gentleman we brought from London for a change of sea air.

My goodness gracious! ejaculated the surprised Mrs. Harbolt. I never did. Why, whats he had to eat?

He  he  didnt want nothing to eat, said Jemmy, with a woeful disregard for facts.

Whats the matter with him? inquired Mrs. Harbolt, eyeing the bunk curiously. Whats his name? Who is he?

Hes been lost a long time, said Jemmy, and hes forgotten who he is  hes a oldish man with a red face an a little white whisker all round it  a very nice-looking man, I mean, he interposed hurriedly. I dont think hes quite right in his head, cos he says he ought to have been buried instead of someone else. Oh!

The last word was almost a scream, for Mrs. Harbolt, staggering back, pinched him convulsively.

Jemmy! she gasped, in a trembling voice, as she suddenly remembered certain mysterious hints thrown out by the mate. Who is it?

The CAPTAIN! said Jemmy, and, breaking from her clasp, slipped from his bed and darted hastily on deck, just as the pallid face of his commander broke through the blankets and beamed anxiously on his wife.




	

	

	











Five minutes later, as the crew gathered aft were curiously eyeing the focsle, Mrs. Harbolt and the skipper came on deck. To the great astonishment of the mate, the eyes of the redoubtable woman were slightly wet, and, regardless of the presence of the men, she clung fondly to her husband as they walked slowly to the cabin. Ere they went below, however, she called the grinning Jemmy to her, and, to his private grief and public shame, tucked his head under her arm and kissed him fondly.


IN LIMEHOUSE REACH

It was the mates affair all through. He began by leaving the end of a line dangling over the stern, and the propeller, though quite unaccustomed to that sort of work, wound it up until only a few fathoms remained. It then stopped, and the mischief was not discovered until the skipper had called the engineer everything that he and the mate and three men and a boy could think of. The skipper did the interpreting through the tube which afforded the sole means of communication between the wheel and the engine-room, and the indignant engineer did the listening.

The Gem was just off Limehouse at the time, and it was evident she was going to stay there. The skipper ran her ashore and made her fast to a roomy old schooner which was lying alongside a wharf. He was then able to give a little attention to the real offender, and the unfortunate mate, who had been the most inventive of them all, realised to the full the old saying of curses coming home to roost. They brought some strangers with them, too.

Im going ashore, said the skipper at last. We wont get off till next tide now. When its low water youll have to get down and cut the line away. A new line too! Im ashamed o you, Harry.

Im not surprised, said the engineer, who was a vindictive man.

What do you mean by that? demanded the mate fiercely.

We dont want any of your bad temper, interposed the skipper severely. NOR bad language. The men can go ashore, and the engineer too, provided he keeps steam up. But be ready for a start about five. Youll have to mind the ship.

He looked over the stern again, shook his head sadly, and, after a visit to the cabin, clambered over the schooners side and got ashore. The men, after looking at the propeller and shaking their heads, went ashore too, and the boy, after looking at the propeller and getting ready to shake his, caught the mates eye and omitted that part of the ceremony, from a sudden conviction that it was unhealthy.

Left alone, the mate, who was of a sensitive disposition, after a curt nod to Captain Jansell of the schooner Aquila, who had heard of the disaster, and was disposed to be sympathetically inquisitive, lit his pipe and began moodily to smoke.

When he next looked up the old man had disappeared, and a girl in a print dress and a large straw hat sat in a wicker chair reading. She was such a pretty girl that the mate forgot his troubles at once, and, after carefully putting his cap on straight, strolled casually up and down the deck.

To his mortification, the girl seemed unaware of his presence, and read steadily, occasionally looking up and chirping with a pair of ravishing lips at a blackbird, which hung in a wicker cage from the mainmast.

Thats a nice bird, said the mate, leaning against the side, and turning a look of great admiration upon it.

Yes, said the girl, raising a pair of dark blue eyes to the bold brown ones, and taking him in at a glance.

Does it sing? inquired the mate, with a show of great interest.

It does sometimes, when we are alone, was the reply.

I should have thought the sea air would have affected its throat, said the mate, reddening. Are you often in the London river, miss? I dont remember seeing your craft before.

Not often, said the girl.

Youve got a fine schooner here, said the mate, eyeing it critically. For my part, I prefer a sailer to a steamer.

I should think you would, said the girl.

Why? inquired the mate tenderly, pleased at this show of interest.

No propeller, said the girl quietly, and she left her seat and disappeared below, leaving the mate gasping painfully.

Left to himself, he became melancholy, as he realised that the great passion of his life had commenced, and would probably end within a few hours. The engineer came aboard to look at the fires, and, the steamer being now on the soft mud, good-naturedly went down and assisted him to free the propeller before going ashore again. Then he was alone once more, gazing ruefully at the bare deck of the Aquila.

It was past two oclock in the afternoon before any signs of life other than the blackbird appeared there. Then the girl came on deck again, accompanied by a stout woman of middle age, and an appearance so affable that the mate commenced at once.

Fine day, he said pleasantly, as he brought up in front of them.

Lovely weather, said the mother, settling herself in her chair and putting down her work ready for a chat. I hope the wind lasts; we start to-morrow mornings tide. Youll get off this afternoon, I spose.

About five oclock, said the mate.

I should like to try a steamer for a change, said the mother, and waxed garrulous on sailing craft generally, and her own in particular.

Theres five of us down there, with my husband and the two boys, said she, indicating the cabin with her thumb; naturally it gets rather stuffy.

The mate sighed. He was thinking that under some conditions there were worse things than stuffy cabins.

And Nancys so discontented, said the mother, looking at the girl who was reading quietly by her side. She doesnt like ships or sailors. She gets her head turned reading those penny novelettes.

You look after your own head, said Nancy elegantly, without looking up.

Girls in those novels dont talk to their mothers like that, said the elder woman severely.

They have different sorts of mothers, said Nancy, serenely turning over a page. I hate little pokey ships and sailors smelling of tar. I never saw a sailor I liked yet.

The mates face fell. Theres sailors and sailors, he suggested humbly.

Its no good talking to her, said the mother, with a look of fat resignation on her face, we can only let her go her own way; if you talked to her twenty-four hours right off it wouldnt do her any good.

Id like to try, said the mate, plucking up spirit.

Would you? said the girl, for the first time raising her head and looking him full in the face. Impudence!

Perhaps you havent seen many ships, said the impressionable mate, his eyes devouring her face. Would you like to come and have a look at our cabin?

No, thanks! said the girl sharply. Then she smiled maliciously. I daresay mother would, though; shes fond of poking her nose into other peoples business.

The mother regarded her irreverent offspring fixedly for a few moments. The mate interposed.

I should be very pleased to show you over, maam, he said politely.

The mother hesitated; then she rose, and accepting the mates assistance, clambered on to the side of the steamer, and, supported by his arms, sprang to the deck and followed him below.

Very nice, she said, nodding approvingly, as the mate did the honours. Very nice.

Its nice and roomy for a little craft like ours, said the mate, as he drew a stone bottle from a locker and poured out a couple of glasses of stout. Try a little beer, maam.

What you must think o that girl o mine I cant think, murmured the lady, taking a modest draught.

The young, said the mate, who had not quite reached his twenty-fifth year, are often like that.

It spoils her, said her mother. Shes a good-looking girl, too, in her way.

I dont see how she can help being that, said the mate.

Oh, get away with you, said the lady pleasantly. Shell get fat like me as she gets older.

She couldnt do better, said the mate tenderly.

Nonsense, said the lady, smiling.

Youre as like as two peas, persisted the mate. I made sure you were sisters when I saw you first.

You aint the first thats thought that, said the other, laughing softly; not by a lot.

I like to see ladies about, said the mate, who was trying desperately for a return invitation. I wish you could always sit there. You quite brighten the cabin up.

Youre a flatterer, said his visitor, as he replenished her glass, and showed so little signs of making a move that the mate, making a pretext of seeing the engineer, hurried up on deck to singe his wings once more.

Still reading? he said softly, as he came abreast of the girl. All about love, I spose.

Have you left my mother down there all by herself? inquired the girl abruptly.

Just a minute, said the mate, somewhat crestfallen. I just came up to see the engineer.

Well, he isnt here, was the discouraging reply.

The mate waited a minute or two, the girl still reading quietly, and then walked back to the cabin. The sound of gentle regular breathing reached his ears, and, stepping softly, he saw to his joy that his visitor slept.

Shes asleep, said he, going back, and she looks so comfortable I dont think Ill wake her.

I shouldnt advise you to, said the girl; she always wakes up cross.

How strange we should run up against each other like this, said the mate sentimentally; it looks like Providence, doesnt it?

Looks like carelessness, said the girl.

I dont care, replied the mate. Im glad I did let that line go overboard. Best days work I ever did. I shouldnt have seen you if I hadnt.

And I dont suppose youll ever see me again, said the girl comfortably, so I dont see what good youve done yourself.

I shall run down to Limehouse every time were in port, anyway, said the mate; itll be odd if I dont see you sometimes. I daresay our craftll pass each other sometimes. Perhaps in the night, he added gloomily.

I shall sit up all night watching for you, declared Miss Jansell untruthfully.

In this cheerful fashion the conversation proceeded, the girl, who was by no means insensible to his bright eager face and well-knit figure, dividing her time in the ratio of three parts to her book and one to him. Time passed all too soon for the mate, when they were interrupted by a series of hoarse unintelligible roars proceeding from the schooners cabin.

Thats father, said Miss Jansell, rising with a celerity which spoke well for the discipline maintained on the Aquila; he wants me to mend his waistcoat for him.

She put down her book and left, the mate watching her until she disappeared down the companion-way. Then he sat down and waited.

One by one the crew returned to the steamer, but the schooners deck showed no signs of life. Then the skipper came, and, having peered critically over his vessels side, gave orders to get under way.

If shed only come up, said the miserable mate to himself, Id risk it, and ask whether I might write to her.

This chance of imperilling a promising career did not occur, however; the steamer slowly edged away from the schooner, and, picking her way between a tier of lighters, steamed slowly into clearer water.

Full speed ahead! roared the skipper down the tube. The engineer responded, and the mate gazed in a melancholy fashion at the water as it rapidly widened between the two vessels. Then his face brightened up suddenly as the girl ran up on deck and waved her hand. Hardly able to believe his eyes, he waved his back. The girl gesticulated violently, now pointing to the steamer, and then to the schooner.

By Jove, that girls taken a fancy to you, said the skipper. She wants you to go back.

The mate sighed. Seems like it, he said modestly.

To his astonishment the girl was now joined by her men folk, who also waved hearty farewells, and, throwing their arms about, shouted incoherently.

Blamed if they havent all took a fancy to you, said the puzzled skipper; the old mans got the speaking-trumpet now. What does he say?

Something about life, I think, said the mate.

Theyre more like jumping-jacks than anything else, said the skipper. Just look at em.

The mate looked, and, as the distance increased, sprang on to the side, and, his eyes dim with emotion, waved tender farewells. If it had not been for the presence of the skipper  a tremendous stickler for decorum  he would have kissed his hand.

It was not until Gravesend was passed, and the side-lights of the shipping were trying to show in the gathering dusk, that he awoke from his tender apathy. It is probable that it would have lasted longer than that but for a sudden wail of anguish and terror which proceeded from the cabin and rang out on the still warm air.

Sakes alive! said the skipper, starting; whats that?

Before the mate could reply, the companion was pushed back, and a middle-aged woman, labouring under strong excitement, appeared on deck.

You villain! she screamed excitably, rushing up to the mate. Take me back; take me back!

Whats all this, Harry? demanded the skipper sternly.

He  he  he  asked me to go into the cab  cabin, sobbed Mrs. Jansell, and sent me to sleep, and too  too  took me away. My husbandll kill me; I know he will. Take me back.

What do you want to be took back to be killed for? interposed one of the men judicially.

I might ha known what he meant when he said I brightened the cabin up, said Mrs. Jansell; and when he said he thought me and my daughter were sisters. He said hed like me to sit there always, the wretch!

Did you say that? inquired the skipper fiercely.

Well, I did, said the miserable mate; but I didnt mean her to take it that way. She went to sleep, and I forgot all about her.

What did you say such silly lies for, then? demanded the skipper.

The mate hung his head.

Old enough to be your mother too, said the skipper severely. Heres a nice thing to happen aboard my ship, and afore the boy too!

Blast the boy! said the goaded mate.

Take me back, wailed Mrs. Jansell; you dont know how jealous my husband is.

He wont hurt you, said the skipper kindly he wont be jealous of a woman your time o life; that is, not if hes got any sense. Youll have to go as far as Boston with us now. Ive lost too much time already to go back.

You must take me back, said Mrs. Jansell passionately.

Im not going back for anybody, said the skipper. But you can make your mind quite easy: youre as safe aboard my ship as what you would be alone on a raft in the middle of the Atlantic; and as for the mate, he was only chaffing you. Wasnt you, Harry?

The mate made some reply, but neither Mrs. Jansell, the skipper, nor the men, who were all listening eagerly, caught it, and his unfortunate victim, accepting the inevitable, walked to the side of the ship and gazed disconsolately astern.

It was not until the following morning that the mate, who had received orders to mess forard, saw her, and ignoring the fact that everybody suspended work to listen, walked up and bade her good morning.

Harry, said the skipper warningly.

All right, said the mate shortly. I want to speak to you very particularly, he said nervously, and led his listener aft, followed by three of the crew who came to clean the brasswork, and who listened mutinously when they were ordered to defer unwonted industry to a more fitting time. The deck clear, the mate began, and in a long rambling statement, which Mrs. Jansell at first thought the ravings of lunacy, acquainted her with the real state of his feelings.

I never did! said she, when he had finished. Never! Why, you hadnt seen her before yesterday.

Of course I shall take you back by train, said the mate, and tell your husband how sorry I am.

I might have suspected something when you said all those nice things to me, said the mollified lady. Well, you must take your chance, like all the rest of them. She can only say No, again. Itll explain this affair better, thats one thing; but I expect theyll laugh at you.

I dont care, said the mate stoutly. Youre on my side, aint you?

Mrs. Jansell laughed, and the mate, having succeeded beyond his hopes in the establishment of amicable relations, went about his duties with a light heart.

By the time they reached Boston the morning was far advanced, and after the Gem was comfortably berthed he obtained permission of the skipper to accompany the fair passenger to London, beguiling the long railway journey by every means in his power. Despite his efforts, however, the journey began to pall upon his companion, and it was not until evening was well advanced that they found themselves in the narrow streets of Limehouse.

Well see how the land lies first, said he, as they approached the wharf and made their way cautiously on to the quay.

The Aquila was still alongside, and the mates heart thumped violently as he saw the cause of all the trouble sitting alone on the deck. She rose with a little start as her mother stepped carefully aboard, and, running to her, kissed her affectionately, and sat her down on the hatches.

Poor mother, she said caressingly. What did you bring that lunatic back with you for?

He would come, said Mrs. Jansell. Hush! here comes your father.

The master of the Aquila came on deck as she spoke, and walking slowly up to the group, stood sternly regarding them. Under his gaze the mate breathlessly reeled off his tale, noticing with somewhat mixed feelings the widening grin of his listener as he proceeded.

Well, youre a lively sort o man, said the skipper as he finished. In one day you tie up your own ship, run off with my wife, and lose us a tide. Are you always like that?

I want somebody to look after me, I spose, said the mate, with a side glance at Nancy.

Well, wed put you up for the night, said the skipper, with his arm round his wifes shoulders; but youre such a chap. Im afraid youd burn the ship down, or something. What do you think, old girl?

I think well try him this once, said his wife. And now Ill go down and see about supper; I want it.

The old couple went below, and the young one remained on deck. Nancy went and leaned against the side; and as she appeared to have quite forgotten his presence, the mate, after some hesitation, joined her.

Hadnt you better go down and get some supper? she asked.

Id sooner stay here, if yon dont mind, said the mate. I like watching the lights going up and down; I could stay here for hours.

Ill leave you, then, said the girl; Im hungry.

She tripped lightly off with a smothered laugh, leaving the fairly-trapped man gazing indignantly at the lights which had lured him to destruction.

From below he heard the cheerful clatter of crockery, accompanied by a savoury incense, and talk and laughter. He imagined the girl making fun of his sentimental reasons for staying on deck; but, too proud to meet her ironical glances, stayed doggedly where he was, resolving to be off by the first train in the morning. He was roused from his gloom by a slight touch on his arm, and, turning sharply, saw the girl by his side.

Suppers quite ready, said she soberly. And if you want to admire the lights very much, come up and see them when I do  after supper.


AN ELABORATE ELOPEMENT

I have always had a slight suspicion that the following narrative is not quite true. It was related to me by an old seaman who, among other incidents of a somewhat adventurous career, claimed to have received Napoleons sword at the battle of Trafalgar, and a wound in the back at Waterloo. I prefer to tell it in my own way, his being so garnished with nautical terms and expletives as to be half unintelligible and somewhat horrifying. Our talk had been of love and courtship, and after making me a present of several tips, invented by himself, and considered invaluable by his friends, he related this story of the courtship of a chum of his as illustrating the great lengths to which young bloods were prepared to go in his days to attain their ends.

It was a fine clear day in June when Hezekiah Lewis, captain and part owner of the schooner Thames, bound from London to Aberdeen, anchored off the little out-of-the-way town of Orford in Suffolk. Among other antiquities, the town possessed Hezekiahs widowed mother, and when there was no very great hurry  the world went slower in those days  the dutiful son used to go ashore in the ships boat, and after a filial tap at his mothers window, which often startled the old woman considerably, pass on his way to see a young lady to whom he had already proposed five times without effect.

The mate and crew of the schooner, seven all told, drew up in a little knot as the skipper, in his shore-going clothes, appeared on deck, and regarded him with an air of grinning, mysterious interest.

Now you all know what you have got to do? queried the skipper.

Ay, ay, replied the crew, grinning still more deeply.

Hezekiah regarded them closely, and then ordering the boat to be lowered, scrambled over the side, and was pulled swiftly towards the shore.

A sharp scream, and a breathless Lawk-a-mussy me! as he tapped at his mothers window, assured him that the old lady was alive and well, and he continued on his way until he brought up at a small but pretty house in the next road.

Morning, Mr. Rumbolt, said he heartily to a stout, red-faced man, who sat smoking in the doorway.

Morning, capn, morning, said the red-faced man.

Is the rheumatism any better? inquired Hezekiah anxiously, as he grasped the others huge hand.

So, so, said the other. But it aint the rheumatism so much what troubles me, he resumed, lowering his voice, and looking round cautiously. Its Kate.

What? said the skipper.

Youve heard of a man being henpecked? continued Mr. Rumbolt, in tones of husky confidence.

The captain nodded.

Im CHICK-PECKED murmured the other.

What? inquired the astonished mariner again.

Chick-pecked, repeated Mr. Rumbolt firmly. CHIK-PEKED. Dye understand me?

The captain said that he did, and stood silent awhile, with the air of a man who wants to say something, but is half afraid to. At last, with a desperate appearance of resolution, he bent down to the old mans ear.

Thats the deaf un, said Mr. Rumbolt promptly.

Hezekiah changed ears, speaking at first slowly and awkwardly, but becoming more fluent as he warmed with his subject; while the expression of his listeners face gradually changed from incredulous bewilderment to one of uncontrollable mirth. He became so uproarious that he was fain to push the captain away from him, and lean back in his chair and choke and laugh until he nearly lost his breath, at which crisis a remarkably pretty girl appeared from the back of the house, and patted him with hearty good will.

Thatll do, my dear, said the choking Mr. Rumbolt. Heres Captain Lewis.

I can see him, said his daughter calmly. Whats he standing on one leg for?

The skipper, who really was standing in a somewhat constrained attitude, coloured violently, and planted both feet firmly on the ground.

Being as I was passing close in, Miss Rumbolt, said he, and coming ashore to see mother  

To the captains discomfort, manifestations of a further attack on the part of Mr. Rumbolt appeared, but were promptly quelled by the daughter.

Mother? she repeated encouragingly,

I thought Id come on and ask you just to pay a sort o flying visit to the Thames. Thank you, Im comfortable enough where I am, said the girl.

Ive got a couple of monkeys and a bear aboard, which I m taking to a menagerie in Aberdeen, continued the captain, and the thought struck me you might possibly like to see em. Well, I dont know, said the damsel in a flutter. Is it a big bear?

Have you ever seen an elephant? inquired Hezekiah cautiously.

Only in pictures, replied the girl.

Well, its as big as that, nearly, said he.

The temptation was irresistible, and Miss Rumbolt, telling her father that she should not be long, disappeared into the house in search of her hat and jacket, and ten minutes later the brawny rowers were gazing their fill into her deep blue eyes as she sat in the stern of the boat, and told Lewis to behave himself.

It was but a short pull out to the schooner, and Miss Rumbolt was soon on the deck, lavishing endearments on the monkey, and energetically prodding the bear with a handspike to make him growl. The noise of the offended animal as he strove to get through the bars of his cage was terrific, and the girl was in the full enjoyment of it, when she became aware of a louder noise still, and, turning round, saw the seamen at the windlass.

Why, what are they doing? she demanded, getting up anchor?

Ahoy, there! shouted Hezekiah sternly. What are you doing with that windlass?

As he spoke, the anchor peeped over the edge of the bows, and one of the seamen running past them took the helm.

Now then, shouted the fellow, stand by. Look lively there with them sails.

Obeying a light touch of the helm, the schooners bow-sprit slowly swung round from the land, and the crew, hauling lustily on the ropes, began to hoist the sails.

What the devil are you up to? thundered the skipper. Have you all gone mad? What does it all mean?

It means, said one of the seamen, whose fat, amiable face was marred by a fearful scowl, that weve got a new skipper.

Good heavens, a mutiny! exclaimed the skipper, starting melodramatically against the cage, and starting hastily away again. Wheres the mate?

Hes with us, said another seaman, brandishing his sheath knife, and scowling fearfully. Hes our new captain.

In confirmation of this the mate now appeared from below with an axe in his hand, and, approaching his captain, roughly ordered him below.

Ill defend this lady with my life, cried Hezekiah, taking the handspike from Kate, and raising it above his head.

Nobodyll hurt a hair of her beautiful head, said the mate, with a tender smile.

Then I yield, said the skipper, drawing himself up, and delivering the handspike with the air of a defeated admiral tendering his sword.

Good, said the mate briefly, as one of the men took it.

What! demanded Miss Rumbolt excitedly, arent you going to fight them? Here, give me the handspike.

Before the mate could interfere, the sailor, with thoughtless obedience, handed it over, and Miss Rumbolt at once tried to knock him over the head. Being thwarted in this design by the man taking flight, she lost her temper entirely, and bore down like a hurricane on the remaining members of the crew who were just approaching.

They scattered at once, and ran up the rigging like cats, and for a few moments the girl held the deck; then the mate crept up behind her, and with the air of a man whose job exactly suited him, clasped her tightly round the waist, while one of the seamen disarmed her.

You must both go below till weve settled what to do with you, said the mate, reluctantly releasing her.

With a wistful glance at the handspike, the girl walked to the cabin, followed slowly by the skipper.

This is a bad business, said the latter, shaking his head solemnly, as the indignant Miss Rumbolt seated herself.

Dont talk to me, you coward! said the girl energetically.

The skipper started.

I made three of em run, said Miss Rumbolt, and you did nothing. You just stood still, and let them take the ship. Im ashamed of you.

The skippers defence was interrupted by a hoarse voice shouting to them to come on deck, where they found the mutinous crew gathered aft round the mate. The girl cast a look at the shore, which was now dim and indistinct, and turned somewhat pale as the serious nature of her position forced itself upon her.

Lewis, said the mate.

Well, growled the skipper.

This ships going in the lace and brandy trade, and if so be as youre sensible you can go with it as mate, dye hear?

An spose I do; what about the lady? inquired the captain.

You and the ladyll have to get spliced, said the mate sternly. Then therell be no tales told. A Scotch marriage is as good as any, and well just lay off and put you ashore, and you can get tied up as right as ninepence.

Marry a coward like that? demanded Miss Rumbolt, with spirit; not if I know it. Why, Id sooner marry that old man at the helm.

Old Bills got three wives aready to my sartin knowledge, spoke up one of the sailors. The ladys got to marry Capn Lewis, so dont lets have no fuss about it.

I wont, said the lady, stamping violently.

The mutineers appeared to be in a dilemma, and, following the example of the mate, scratched their heads thoughtfully.

We thought you liked him, said the mate, at last, feebly.

You had no business to think, said Miss Rumbolt. You are bad men, and youll all be hung, every one of you; I shall come and see it. The capns welcome to her for me, murmured the helmsman in a husky whisper to the man next to him. The vixen!

Very good, said the mate. If you wont, you wont. This end of the shipll belong to you after eight oclock of a night. Lewis, you must go forard with the men.

And what are you going to do with me after? inquired the fair prisoner.

The seven men shrugged their shoulders helplessly, and Hezekiah, looking depressed, lit his pipe, and went and leaned over the side.

The day passed quietly. The orders were given by the mate, and Hezekiah lounged moodily about, a prisoner at large. At eight oclock Miss Rumbolt was given the key of the state-room, and the men who were not in the watch went below.

The morning broke fine and clear with a light breeze, which, towards mid-day, dropped entirely, and the schooner lay rocking lazily on a sea of glassy smoothness. The sun beat fiercely down, bringing the fresh paint on the taffrail up in blisters, and sorely trying the tempers of the men who were doing odd jobs on deck.

The cabin, where the two victims of a mutinous crew had retired for coolness, got more and more stuffy, until at length even the scorching deck seemed preferable, and the girl, with a faint hope of finding a shady corner, went languidly up the companion-ladder.

For some time the skipper sat alone, pondering gloomily over the state of affairs as he smoked his short pipe. He was aroused at length from his apathy by the sound of the companion being noisily closed, while loud frightened cries and hurrying footsteps on deck announced that something extraordinary was happening. As he rose to his feet he was confronted by Kate Rumbolt, who, panting and excited, waved a big key before him.

Ive done it, she cried, her eyes sparkling.

Done what? shouted the mystified skipper.

Let the bear loose, said the girl. Ha, ha! you should have seen them run. You should have seen the fat sailor!

Let the  phew  let the  Good heavens! heres a pretty kettle of fish! he choked.

Listen to them shouting, cried the exultant Kate, clapping her hands. Just listen.

Those shouts are from aloft, said Hezekiah sternly, where you and I ought to be.

Ive closed the companion, said the girl reassuringly.

Closed the companion! repeated Hezekiah, as he drew his knife. He can smash it like cardboard, if the fit takes him. Go in here.

He opened the door of his state-room.

Shant! said Miss Rumbolt politely.

Go in at once! cried the skipper. Quick with you.

Sha began Miss Rumbolt again. Then she caught his eye, and went in like a lamb. You come too, she said prettily.

Ive got to look after my ship and my men, said the skipper. I suppose you thought the ship would steer itself, didnt you?

Mutineers deserve to be eaten, whimpered Miss Rumbolt piously, somewhat taken aback by the skippers demeanour.

Hezekiah looked at her.

Theyre not mutineers, Kate, he said quietly. It was just a piece of mad folly of mine. Theyre as honest a set of old sea dogs as ever breathed, and I only hope they are all safe up aloft. Im going to lock you in; but dont be frightened, it shant hurt you.

He slammed the door on her protests, and locked it, and, slipping the key of the cage in his pocket, took a firm grip of his knife, and, running up the steps, gained the deck. Then his breath came more freely, for the mate, who was standing a little way up the fore rigging, after tempting the bear with his foot, had succeeded in dropping a noose over its head. The brute made a furious attempt to extricate itself, but the men hurried down with other lines, and in a short space of time the bear presented much the same appearance as the lion in Aesops Fables, and was dragged and pushed, a heated and indignant mass of fur, back to its cage.

Having locked up one prisoner the skipper went below and released the other, who passed quickly from a somewhat hysterical condition to one of such haughty disdain that the captain was thoroughly cowed, and stood humbly aside to let her pass.

The fat seaman was standing in front of the cage as she reached it, and regarding the bear with much satisfaction until Kate sidled up to him, and begged him, as a personal favour, to go in the cage and undo it.

Undo it! Why hed kill me! gasped the fat seaman, aghast at such simplicity.

I dont think he would, said his tormenter, with a bewitching smile; and Ill wear a lock of your hair all my life if you do. But youd better give it to me before you go in.

I aint going in, said the fat sailor shortly.

Not for me? queried Kate archly.

Not for fifty like you, replied the old man firmly. He nearly had me when he was loose. I cant think how he got out.

Why, I let him out, said Miss Rumbolt airily. Just for a little run. How would you like to be shut up all day?

The sailor was just going to tell her with more fluency than politeness when he was interrupted. Thatll do, said the skipper, who had come behind them. Go forard, you. Theres been enough of this fooling; the lady thought you had taken the ship. Thompson, Ill take the helm; theres a little wind coming. Stand by there.

He walked aft and relieved the steersman, awkwardly conscious that the men were becoming more and more interested in the situation, and also that Kate could hear some of their remarks. As he pondered over the subject, and tried to think of a way out of it, the cause of all the trouble came and stood by him.

Did my father know of this? she inquired.

I dont know that he did exactly, said the skipper uneasily. I just told him not to expect you back that night.

And what did he say? said she.

Said he wouldnt sit up, said the skipper, grinning, despite himself.

Kate drew a breath the length of which boded no good to her parent, and looked over the side.

I was afraid of that traveller chap from Ipswich, said Hezekiah, after a pause. Your father told me he was hanging round you again, so I thought I  well, I was a blamed fool anyway.

See how ridiculous you have made me look before all these men, said the girl angrily.

Theyve been with me for years, said Hezekiah apologetically, and the mate said it was a magnificent idea. He quite raved about it, he did. I wouldnt have done it with some crews, but weve had some dirty times together, and theyve stood by me well. But of course thats nothing to do with you. Its been an adventure Im very sorry for, very.

A pretty safe adventure for YOU, said the girl scornfully. YOU didnt risk much. Look here, I like brave men. If you go in the cage and undo that bear, Ill marry you. Thats what I call an adventure.

Smith, called the skipper quietly, come and take the helm a bit.

The seaman obeyed, and Lewis, accompanied by the girl, walked forward.

At the bears cage he stopped, and, fumbling in his pocket for the key, steadily regarded the brute as it lay gnashing its teeth, and trying in vain to bite the ropes which bound it.

Youre afraid, said the girl tauntingly; youre quite white.

The captain made no reply, but eyed her so steadily that her gaze fell. He drew the key from his pocket and inserted it in the huge lock, and was just turning it, when a soft arm was drawn through his, and a soft voice murmured sweetly in his ear, Never mind about the old bear.

And he did not mind.

THE COOK OF THE GANNET

All ready for sea, and no cook, said the mate of the schooner Gannet, gloomily. Whats become of all the cooks I cant think.

They most on em ship as mates now, said the skipper, grinning. But you neednt worry about that; Ive got one coming aboard to-night. Im trying a new experiment, George.

I once knew a chemist who tried one, said George, an it blew him out of the winder; but I never heard o shipmasters trying em.

Theres all kinds of experiments, rejoined the other, What do you say to a lady cook, George?

A WHAT? asked the mate in tones of strong amazement. What, aboard a schooner?

Why not? inquired the skipper warmly; why not? Theres plenty of em ashore  why not aboard ship?

Taint proper, for one thing, said the mate virtuously.

I shouldnt have expected you to have thought o that, said the other unkindly. Besides, they have stewardesses on big ships, an whats the difference? Shes a sort o relation o mine, too  cousin o my wifes, a widder woman, and a good sensible age, an as the doctor told her to take a sea voyage for the benefit of her elth, shes coming with me for six months as cook. Shell take her meals with us; but, o course, the men are not to know of the relationship.

What about sleeping accommodation? inquired the mate, with the air of a man putting a poser.

Ive thought o that, replied the other; its all arranged.

The mate, with an uncompromising air, waited for information.

She  shes to have your berth, George, continued the skipper, without looking at him. You can have that nice, large, airy locker.

One what the biscuit and onions kep in? inquired George.

The skipper nodded.

I think, if its all the same to you, said the mate, with laboured politeness, Ill wait till the butter kegs empty, and crowd into that.

Its no use your making yourself unpleasant about it, said the skipper, not a bit. The arrangements are made now, and here she comes.

Following his gaze, the mate looked up as a stout, comely-looking woman of middle age came along the jetty, followed by the watchman staggering under a box of enormous proportions.

Jim! cried the lady.

Halloa! cried the skipper, starting uneasily at the title. Weve been expecting you for some time.

Theres a row on with the cabman, said the lady calmly. This silly old man  the watchman snorted fiercely let the box go through the window getting it off the top, and the cabman wants ME to pay. Hes out there using language, and he keeps calling me grandma  I want you to have him locked up.

Come down below now, said the skipper; well see about the cab. Mrs. Blossom  my mate. George, go and send that cab away.

Mrs. Blossom, briefly acknowledging the introduction, followed the skipper to the cabin, while the mate, growling under his breath, went out to enter into a verbal contest in which he was from the first hopelessly overmatched.

The new cook, being somewhat fatigued with her journey, withdrew at an early hour, and the sun was well up when she appeared on deck next morning. The wharves and warehouses of the night before had disappeared, and the schooner, under a fine spread of canvas, was just passing Tilbury.

Theres one thing I must put a stop to, said the skipper, as he and the mate, after an admirably-cooked breakfast, stood together talking. The men seem to be hanging round that galley too much.

What can you expect? demanded the mate. Theyve all got their Sunday clothes on too, pretty dears.

Hi, you Bill! cried the skipper. What are you doing there?

Lending cook a hand with the saucepans, sir, said Bill, an oakum-bearded man of sixty.

There aint no call for im to come ere at all, sir, shouted another seaman, putting his head out of the galley. Me an cooks lifting em beautiful.

Come out, both of you, or Ill start you with a rope! roared the irritated commander.

Whats the matter? inquired Mrs. Blossom. Theyre not doing any harm.

I cant have em there, said the skipper gruffly. Theyve got other things to do.

I must have some assistance with that boiler and the saucepans, said Mrs. Blossom decidedly, so dont you interfere with what dont concern you, Jimmy.

Thats mutiny, whispered the horrified mate. Sheer, rank mutiny.

She dont know no better, whispered the other back. Cook, you mustnt talk like that to the capn  what me and the mate tell you you must do. You dont understand yet, but itll come easier by-and-bye.

WILL it, demanded Mrs. Blossom loudly; WILL it? I dont think it will. How dare you talk to me like that, Jim Harris? You ought to be ashamed of yourself!

My names Capn Harris, said the skipper stiffly.

Well, CAPTAIN Harris, said Mrs. Blossom scornfully; and whatll happen if I dont do as you and that other shamefaced-looking man tell me?

We hope it wont come to that, said Harris, with quiet dignity, as he paused at the companion. But the mates in charge just now, and I warn you hes a very severe man. Dont stand no nonsense, George.

With these brave words the skipper disappeared below, and the mate, after one glance at the dauntless and imposing attitude of Mrs. Blossom, walked to the side and became engrossed in a passing steamer. A hum of wondering admiration arose from the crew, and the cook, thoroughly satisfied with her victory, returned to the scene of her labours.

For the next twenty-four hours Mrs. Blossom reigned supreme, and performed the cooking for the vessel, assisted by five ministering seamen. The weather was fine, and the wind light, and the two officers were at their wits end to find jobs for the men.

Why dont you put your foot down, grumbled the mate, as a burst of happy laughter came from the direction of the galley. The idea of men laughing like that aboard ship; theyre carrying on just as though we wasnt here.

Will you stand by me? demanded the skipper, pale but determined.

Of course I will, said the other indignantly.

Now, my lads, said Harris, stepping forward, I cant have you chaps hanging round the galley all day; youre getting in cooks way and hindering her. Just get your knives out; Ill have the masts scraped.

You just stay where you are, said Mrs. Blossom. When theyre in my way, Ill soon let em know.

Did you hear what I said? thundered the skipper, as the men hesitated.

Aye, aye, sir, muttered the crew, moving off.

How dare you interfere with me? said Mrs. Blossom hotly, as she realised the defeat. Ever since Ive been on this ship youve been trying to aggravate me. I wonder the men dont hit you, you nasty, ginger-whiskered little man.

Go on with your work, said the skipper, fondly stroking the maligned whiskers.

Dont you talk to me, Jim Harris, said Mrs. Blossom, quivering with wrath. Dont you give ME none of your airs. WHO BORROWED FIVE POUNDS FROM MY POOR DEAD HUSBAND JUST BEFORE HE DIED, AND NEVER PAID IT BACK?

Go on with your work, repeated the skipper, with pale lips.

WHOSE UNCLE BENJAMIN HAD THREE WEEKS? demanded Mrs. Blossom darkly. WHOSE UNCLE JOSEPH HAD TO GO ABROAD WITHOUT STOPPING TO PACK UP?

The skipper made no reply, but the anxiety of the crew to have these vital problems solved was so manifest that he turned his back on the virago and went towards the mate, who at that moment dipped hurriedly to escape a wet dish-clout. The two men regarded each other, pale with anxiety.

Now, you just move off, said Mrs. Blossom, shaking another clout at them. I wont have you hanging about my galley. Keep to your own end of the ship.

The skipper drew himself up haughtily, but the effect was somewhat marred by one eye, which dwelt persistently on the clout, and after a short inward struggle he moved off, accompanied by the mate. Wellington himself would have been nonplussed by a wet cloth in the hands of a fearless woman.

Shell just have to have her own way till we get to Llanelly, said the indignant skipper, and then Ill send her home by train and ship another cook. I knew shed got a temper, but I didnt know it was like this. Shes the last woman that sets foot on my ship  thats all shes done for her sex.

In happy ignorance of her impending doom Mrs. Blossom went blithely about her duties, assisted by a crew whose admiration for her increased by leaps and bounds; and the only thing which ventured to interfere with her was a stiff Atlantic roll, which they encountered upon rounding the Lands End.

The first intimation Mrs. Blossom had of it was the falling of small utensils in the galley. After she had picked them up and replaced them several times, she went out to investigate, and discovered that the schooner was dipping her bows to big green waves, and rolling, with much straining and creaking, from side to side. A fine spray, which broke over the bows and flew over the vessel, drove her back into the galley, which had suddenly developed an unaccountable stuffiness; but, though the crew to a man advised her to lie down and have a cup of tea, she repelled them with scorn, and with pale face and compressed lips stuck to her post.

Two days later they made fast to the quay at Llanelly, and half-an-hour later the skipper called the mate down to the cabin, and, handing him some money, told him to pay the cook off and ship another. The mate declined.

You obey orders, said the skipper fiercely, else you an mell quarrel.

Ive got a wife an family, urged the mate.

Pooh! said the skipper. Rubbish!

And uncles, added the mate rebelliously.

Very good, said the skipper, glaring. Well ship the other cook first and let him settle it. After all, I dont see why we should fight his battles for him.

The mate, being agreeable, went off at once; and when Mrs. Blossom, after a little shopping ashore, returned to the Gannet she found the galley in the possession of one of the fattest cooks that ever broke ships biscuit.

Hullo! said she, realising the situation at a glance, what are you doing here?

Cooking, said the other gruffly. Then, catching sight of his questioner, he smiled amorously and winked at her.

Dont you wink at me, said Mrs. Blossom wrathfully. Come out of that galley.

Theres room for both, said the new cook persuasively. Come in an put your ed on my shoulder.

Utterly unprepared for this mode of attack, Mrs. Blossom lost her nerve, and, instead of storming the galley, as she had fully intended, drew back and retired to the cabin, where she found a short note from the skipper, enclosing her pay, and requesting her to take the train home. After reading this she went ashore again, returning presently with a big bundle, which she placed on the cabin table in front of Harris and the mate, who had just begun tea.

Im not going home by train, said she, opening the bundle, which contained a spirit kettle and provisions. Im going back with you; but I am not going to be beholden to you for anything  I m going to board myself.

After this declaration she made herself tea and sat down. The meal proceeded in silence, though occasionally she astonished her companions by little mysterious laughs, which caused them slight uneasiness. As she made no hostile demonstration, however, they became reassured, and congratulated themselves upon the success of their manoeuvre.

How long shall we be getting back to London, do you think? inquired Mrs. Blossom at last.

We shall probably sail Tuesday night, and it may be anything from six days upwards, answered the skipper. If this wind holds itll probably be upwards.

To his great concern Mrs. Blossom put her handkerchief over her face, and, shaking with suppressed laughter, rose from the table and left the cabin.

The couple left eyed each other wonderingly.

Did I say anything pertickler funny, George? inquired the skipper, after some deliberation.

Didnt strike me so, said the mate carelessly; I expect shes thought o something else to say about your family. She wouldnt be so good-tempered as all that for nothing. I feel curous to know what it is.

If you paid more attention to your own business, said the skipper, his choler rising, youd get on better. A mate who was a good seaman wouldnt ha let a cook go on like this  its not discipline.

He went off in dudgeon, and a coolness sprang up between them, which lasted until the bustle of starting in the small hours of Wednesday morning.

Once under way the day passed uneventfully, the schooner crawling sluggishly down the coast of Wales, and, when the skipper turned in that night, it was with the pleasant conviction that Mrs. Blossom had shot her last bolt, and, like a sensible woman, was going to accept her defeat. From this pleasing idea he was aroused suddenly by the watch stamping heavily on the deck overhead.

Whats up? cried the skipper, darting up the companion-ladder, jostled by the mate.

I dunno, said Bill, who was at the wheel, shakily. Mrs. Blossom come up on deck a little while ago, and since then theres been three or four heavy splashes.

She cant have gone overboard, said the skipper, in tones to which he manfully strove to impart a semblance of anxiety. No, here she is. Anything wrong, Mrs. Blossom?

Not so far as Im concerned, replied the lady, passing him and going below.

Youve been dreaming, Bill, said the skipper sharply.

I aint, said Bill stoutly. I tell you I heard splashes. Its my belief she coaxed the cook up on deck, and then shoved him overboard. A woman could do anything with a man like that cook.

Ill soon see, said the mate, and walking forward he put his head down the fore-scuttle and yelled for the cook.

Aye, aye, sir, answered a voice sleepily, while the other men started up in their bunks. Do you want me?

Bill thinks somebody has gone overboard, said the mate. Are you all here?

In answer to this the mystified men turned out all standing, and came on deck yawning and rubbing their eyes, while the mate explained the situation. Before he had finished the cook suddenly darted off to the galley, and the next moment the forlorn cry of a bereaved soul broke on their startled ears.

What is it? cried the mate.

Come here! shouted the cook, look at this!

He struck a match and held it aloft in his shaking fingers, and the men, who were worked up to a great pitch of excitement and expected to see something ghastly, after staring hard for some time in vain, profanely requested him to be more explicit.

Shes thrown all the saucepans and things overboard, said the cook with desperate calmness. This lid of a tea kettle is all thats left for me to do the cooking in.

The Gannet, manned by seven famine-stricken misogynists, reached London six days later, the skipper obstinately refusing to put in at an intermediate port to replenish his stock of hardware. The most he would consent to do was to try and borrow from a passing vessel, but the unseemly behaviour of the master of a brig, who lost two hours owing to their efforts to obtain a saucepan of him, utterly discouraged any further attempts in that direction, and they settled down to a diet of biscuits and water, and salt beef scorched on the stove.

Mrs. Blossom, unwilling perhaps to witness their sufferings, remained below, and when they reached London, only consented to land under the supervision of a guard of honour, composed of all the able-bodied men on the wharf.


A BENEFIT PERFORMANCE

In the small front parlour of No. 3, Mermaid Passage, Sunset Bay, Jackson Pepper, ex-pilot, sat in a state of indignant collapse, tenderly feeling a cheek on which the print of hasty fingers still lingered.

The room, which was in excellent order, showed no signs of the tornado which had passed through it, and Jackson Pepper, looking vaguely round, was dimly reminded of those tropical hurricanes he had read about which would strike only the objects in the path, and leave all others undisturbed.

In this instance he had been the object, and the tornado, after obliterating him, had passed up the small staircase which led from the room, leaving him listening anxiously to its distant mutterings.

To his great discomfort the storm showed signs of coming up again, and he had barely time to effect an appearance of easy unconcern, which accorded but ill with the flush afore-mentioned, when a big, red-faced woman came heavily downstairs and burst into the room.

You have made me ill again, she said severely, and now I hope you are satisfied with your work. Youll kill me before you have done with me!

The ex-pilot shifted on his chair.

Youre not fit to have a wife, continued Mrs. Pepper, aggravating them and upsetting them! Any other woman would have left you long ago!

Weve only been married three months, Pepper reminded her.

Dont talk to me! said his wife; it seems more like a lifetime!

It seems a long time to ME said the ex-pilot, plucking up a little courage.

Thats right! said his wife, striding over to where he sat. Say youre tired of me; say you wish you hadnt married me! You coward! Ah! if my poor first husband was only alive and sitting in that chair now instead of you, how happy I would be!

If he likes to come and take it hes welcome! said Pepper; its my chair, and it was my fathers before me, but theres no man living I would sooner give it to than your first. Ah! he knew what he was about when the Dolphin went down, he did. I dont blame him, though.

What do you mean? demanded his wife.

Its my belief that he didnt go down with her, said Pepper, crossing over to the staircase and standing with his hand on the door.

Didnt go down with her? repeated his wife scornfully. What became of him, then? Wheres he been this thirty years?

In hiding! said Pepper spitefully, and passed hastily upstairs.

The room above was charged with memories of the late lamented. His portrait in oils hung above the mantel-piece, smaller portraits  specimens of the photographers want of art  were scattered about the room, while various personal effects, including a mammoth pair of sea-boots, stood in a corner. On all these articles the eye of Jackson Pepper dwelt with an air of chastened regret.

It ud be a rum go if he did turn up after all, he said to himself softly, as he sat on the edge of the bed. Ive heard of such things in books. I dessay shed be disappointed if she did see him now. Thirty years makes a bit of difference in a man.

Jackson! cried his wife from below, Im going out. If you want any dinner you can get it; if not, you can go without it!

The front door slammed violently, and Jackson, advancing cautiously to the window, saw the form of his wife sailing majestically up the passage. Then he sat down again and resumed his meditations.

If it wasnt for leaving all my property Id go, he said gloomily. Theres not a bit of comfort in the place! Nag, nag, nag, from morn till night! Ah, Capn Budd, you let me in for a nice thing when you went down with that boat of yours. Come back and fill them boots again; theyre too big for me.

He rose suddenly and stood gaping in the centre of the room, as a mad, hazy idea began to form in his brain. His eyes blinked and his face grew white with excitement. He pushed open the little lattice window, and sat looking abstractedly up the passage on to the bay beyond. Then he put on his hat, and, deep in thought, went out.

He was still thinking deeply as he boarded the train for London next morning, and watched Sunset Bay from the window until it disappeared round the curve. So many and various were the changes that flitted over his face that an old lady, whose seat he had taken, gave up her intention of apprising him of the fact, and indulged instead in a bitter conversation with her daughter, of which the erring Pepper was the unconscious object.

In the same preoccupied fashion he got on a Bayswater omnibus, and waited patiently for it to reach Poplar. Strange changes in the landscape, not to be accounted for by the mere lapse of time, led to explanations, and the conductor  a humane man, who said he had got an idiot boy at home  personally laid down the lines of his tour. Two hours later he stood in front of a small house painted in many colours, and, ringing the bell, inquired for Capn Crippen.

In response to his inquiry, a big man, with light blue eyes and a long grey beard, appeared, and, recognising his visitor with a grunt of surprise, drew him heartily into the passage and thrust him into the parlour. He then shook hands with him, and, clapping him on the back, bawled lustily for the small boy who had opened the door.

Pot o stout, bottle o gin, and two long pipes, said he, as the boy came to the door and eyed the ex-pilot curiously.

At all these honest preparations for his welcome the heart of Jackson grew faint within him.

Well, I call it good of you to come all this way to see me, said the captain, after the boy had disappeared; but you always was warm-hearted, Pepper. And hows the missis?

Shocking! said Pepper, with a groan.

Ill? inquired the captain.

Ill-tempered, said Pepper. In fact, capn, I dont mind telling you, shes killing me  slowly killing me!

Pooh! said Crippen. Nonsense! You dont know how to manage her!

I thought perhaps you could advise me, said the artful Pepper. I said to myself yesterday, Pepper, go and see Capn Crippen. What he dont know about wimmen and their management aint worth knowing! If theres anybody can get you out of a hole, its him. Hes got the power, and, whats more, hes got the will!

What causes the temper? inquired the captain, with his most judicial air, as he took the liquor from his messenger and carefully filled a couple of glasses.

Its natural! said his friend ruefully. She calls it having a high spirit herself. And shes so generous. Shes got a married niece living in the place, and when that gal comes round and admires the things  my things  she gives em to her! She gave her a sofa the other day, and, whats more, she made me help the gal to carry it home!

Have you tried being sarcastic? inquired the captain thoughtfully.

I have, said Pepper, with a shiver. The other day I said, very nasty, Is there anything else youd like, my dear? but she didnt understand it.

No? said the captain.

No, said Pepper. She said I was very kind, and shed like the clock; and, whats more, she had it too! Red-aired hussy!

The captain poured out some gin and drank it slowly. It was evident he was thinking deeply, and that he was much affected by his friends troubles.

There is only one way for me to get clear, said Pepper, as he finished a thrilling recital of his wrongs, and that is, to find Capn Budd, her first.

Why, hes dead! said Crippen, staring hard. Dont you waste your time looking for him!

Im not going to, said Pepper; but heres his portrait. He was a big man like you; he had blue eyes and a straight handsome nose, like you. If hed lived to now hed be almost your age, and very likely more like you than ever. He was a sailor; youve been a sailor.

The captain stared at him in bewilderment.

He had a wonderful way with wimmen, pursued Jackson hastily; youve got a wonderful way with wimmen. More than that, youve got the most wonderful gift for acting Ive ever seen. Ever since the time when you acted in that barn at Bristol Ive never seen any actor I can honestly say Ive liked  never! Look how you can imitate cats  better than Henry Irving himself!

I never had much chance, being at sea all my life, said Crippen modestly.

Youve got the gift, said Pepper impressively. It was born in you, and youll never leave off acting till the day of your death. You couldnt if you tried  you know you couldnt!

The captain smiled deprecatingly.

Now, I want you to do a performance for my benefit, continued Pepper. I want you to act Capn Budd, what was lost in the Dolphin thirty years ago. Theres only one man in England Id trust with the part, and thats you.

Act Capn Budd! gasped the astonished Crippen, putting down his glass and staring at his friend.

The part is written here, said the ex-pilot, producing a note-book from his breast pocket and holding it out to his friend. Ive been keeping a log day by day of all the things she said about him, in the hopes of catching her tripping, but I never did. Theres notes of his family, his ships, and a lot of silly things he used to say, which she thinks funny.

I couldnt do it! said the captain seriously, as he took the book.

You could do it if you liked, said Pepper. Besides, think what a spree itll be for you. Learn it by heart, then come down and claim her. Her names Martha.

What good ud it do you if I did? inquired the captain. Shed soon find out!

You come down to Sunset Bay, said Pepper, emphasising his remarks with his forefinger; you claim your wife; you allude carefully to the things set down in this book; I give Martha back to you and bless you both. Then  

Then what? inquired Crippen anxiously.

You disappear! concluded Pepper triumphantly; and, of course, believing her first husband is alive, she has to leave me. Shes a very particular woman; and, besides that, Id take care to let the neighbours know. Im happy, youre happy, and, if shes not happy, why, she dont deserve to be.

Ill think it over, said Crippen, and write and let you know.

Make up your mind now, urged Pepper, reaching over and patting him encouragingly upon the shoulder. If you promise to do it, the things as good as done. Lord! I think I see you now, coming in at that door and surprising her. Talk about acting!

Is she what youd call a good-looking woman? inquired Crippen.

Very handsome! said Pepper, looking out of the window.

I couldnt do it! said the captain. It wouldnt be right and fair to her.

I dont see that! said Pepper. I never ought to have married her without being certain her first was dead. It aint right, Crippen; say what you like, it aint right!

If you put it that way, said the captain hesitatingly.

Have some more gin, said the artful pilot.

The captain had some more, and, what with flattery and gin, combined with the pleadings of his friend, began to consider the affair more favourably. Pepper stuck to his guns, and used them so well that when the captain saw him off that evening he was pledged up to the hilt to come down to Sunset Bay and personate the late Captain Budd on the following Thursday.

The ex-pilot passed the intervening days in a sort of trance, from which he only emerged to take nourishment, or answer the scoldings of his wife. On the eventful Thursday, however, his mood changed, and he went about in such a state of suppressed excitement that he could scarcely keep still.

Lor bless me! snapped Mrs. Pepper, as he slowly perambulated the parlour that afternoon. What ails the man? Cant you keep still for five minutes?

The ex-pilot stopped and eyed her solemnly, but, ere he could reply, his heart gave a great bound, for, from behind the geraniums which filled the window, he saw the face of Captain Crippen slowly rise and peer cautiously into the room. Before his wife could follow the direction of her husbands eyes it had disappeared.

Somebody looking in at the window, said Pepper, with forced calmness, in reply to his wifes eyebrows.

Like their impudence! said the unconscious woman, resuming her knitting, while her husband waited in vain for the captain to enter.

He waited some time, and then, half dead with excitement, sat down, and with shaking fingers lit his pipe. As he looked up the stalwart figure of the captain passed the window. During the next twenty minutes it passed seven times, and Pepper, coming to the not unnatural conclusion that his friend intended to pass the afternoon in the same unprofitable fashion, resolved to force his hand.

Must be a tramp, he said aloud.

Who? inquired his wife. Man keeps looking in at the window, said Pepper desperately. Keeps looking in till he meets my eye, then he disappears. Looks like an old sea-captain, something.

Old sea-captain? said his wife, putting down her work and turning round. There was a strange hesitating note in her voice. She looked at the window, and at the same instant the head of the captain again appeared above the geraniums, and, meeting her gaze, hastily vanished. Martha Pepper sat still for a moment, and then, rising in a slow, dazed fashion, crossed to the door and opened it. Mermaid Passage was empty!

See anybody? quavered Pepper.

His wife shook her head, but in a strangely quiet fashion, and, sitting down, took up her knitting again.

For some time the click of the needles and the tick of the clock were the only sounds audible, and the ex-pilot had just arrived at the conclusion that his friend had abandoned him to his fate, when there came a low tapping at the door.

Come in! cried Pepper, starting.

The door opened slowly, and the tall figure of Captain Crippen entered and stood there eyeing them nervously. A neat little speech he had prepared failed him at the supreme moment. He leaned against the wall, and in a clumsy, shamefaced fashion lowered his gaze, and stammered out the one word Martha!

At that word Mrs. Pepper rose and stood with parted lips, eyeing him wildly.

Jem! she gasped, Jem!

Martha! croaked the captain again.

With a choking cry Mrs. Pepper ran towards him, and, to the huge gratification of her lawful spouse, flung her arms about his neck and kissed him violently.

Jem, she cried breathlessly, is it really you? I can hardly believe it. Where have you been all this long time? Where have you been?

Lots of places, said the captain, who was not prepared to answer a question like that offhand; but wherever Ive been  he held up his hand theatrically the image of my dear lost wife has been always in front of me.

I knew you at once, Jem, said Mrs. Pepper fondly, smoothing the hair back from his forehead. Have I altered much?

Not a bit, said Crippen, holding her at arms length and carefully regarding her. You look just the same as the first time I set eyes on you.

Where have you been? wailed Martha Pepper, putting her head on his shoulder.

When the Dolphin went down from under me, and left me fighting with the waves for life and Martha, I was cast ashore on a desert island, began Crippen fluently. There I remained for nearly three years, when I was rescued by a barque bound for New South Wales. There I met a man from Poole who told me you were dead. Having no further interest in the land of my birth, I sailed in Australian waters for many years, and it was only lately that I heard how cruelly I had been deceived, and that my little flower was still blooming.

The little flowers head being well down on his shoulder again, the celebrated actor exchanged glances with the worshipping Pepper.

If youd only come before, Jem, said Mrs. Pepper. Who was he? What was his name?

Smith, said the cautious captain.

If youd only come before, Jem, said Mrs. Pepper, in a smothered voice, it would have been better. Only three months ago I married that object over there.

The captain attempted a melodramatic start with such success, that, having somewhat underestimated the weight of his fair bride, he nearly lost his balance.

It cant be helped, I suppose, he said reproachfully, but you might have waited a little longer, Martha.

Well, Im your wife, anyhow, said Martha, and Ill take care I never lose you again. You shall never go out of my sight again till you die. Never.

Nonsense, my pet, said the captain, exchanging uneasy glances with the ex-pilot. Nonsense.

It isnt nonsense, Jem, said the lady, as she drew him on to the sofa and sat with her arms round his neck. It may be true, all youve told me, and it may not. For all I know, you may have been married to some other woman; but Ive got you now, and I intend to keep you.

There, there, said the captain, as soothingly as a strange sinking at the heart would allow him.

As for that other little man, I only married him because he worried me so, said Mrs. Pepper tearfully. I never loved him, but he used to follow me about and propose. Was it twelve or thirteen times you proposed to me, Pepper?

I forget, said the ex-pilot shortly.

But I never loved him, she continued. I never loved you a bit, did I, Pepper?

Not a bit, said Pepper warmly. No man could ever have a harder or more unfeeling wife than you was. Ill say that for you, willing.

As he bore this testimony to his wifes fidelity there was a knock at the door, and, upon his opening it, the rectors daughter, a lady of uncertain age, entered, and stood regarding with amazement the frantic but ineffectual struggles of Captain Crippen to release himself from a position as uncomfortable as it was ridiculous.

Mrs. Pepper! said the lady, aghast. Oh, Mrs. Pepper!

Its all right, Miss Winthrop, said the lady addressed, calmly, as she forced the captains flushed face on to her ample shoulder again; its my first husband, Jem Budd.

Good gracious! said Miss Winthrop, starting. Enoch Arden in the flesh!

Who? inquired Pepper, with a show of polite interest.

Enoch Arden, said Miss Winthrop. One of our great poets wrote a noble poem about a sailor who came home and found that his wife had married again; but, in the POEM, the first husband went away without making himself known, and died of a broken heart.

She looked at Captain Crippen as though he hadnt quite come up to her expectations.

And now, said Pepper, speaking with great cheerfulness, its me thats got to have the broken heart. Well, well.

Its a most interesting case, cried Miss Winthrop; and, if you wait till I fetch my camera, Ill take your portrait together just as you are.

Do, said Mrs. Pepper cordially.

I wont have my portrait took, said the captain, with much acerbity.

Not if I wish it, dear? inquired Mrs. Pepper tenderly.

Not if you keep a-wishing it all your life, replied the captain sourly, making another attempt to get his head from her shoulder.

Dont you think they ought to have their portrait taken now? asked Miss Winthrop, turning to the ex-pilot.

I dont see no arm in it, said Pepper thoughtlessly.

You hear what Mr. Pepper says, said the lady, turning to the captain again. Surely if he doesnt mind, you ought not to.

Ill talk to him by-and-bye, said the captain, very grimly.

Praps it would be better if we kept this affair to ourselves for the present, said the ex-pilot, taking alarm at his friends manner.

Well, I wont intrude on you any longer, said Miss Winthrop. Oh! Look there! How rude of them!

The others turned hastily in time to see several heads vanish from the window. Captain Crippen was the first to speak.

Jem! said Mrs. Pepper severely, before he had finished.

Captain Budd! said Miss Winthrop, flushing.

The incensed captain rose to his feet and paced up and down the room. He looked at the ex-pilot, and that small schemer shivered.

Easy does it, capn, he murmured, with a wink which he meant to be comforting.

Im going out a little way, said the captain, after the rectors daughter had gone. Just to cool my head.

Mrs. Pepper took her bonnet from its peg behind the door, and, surveying herself in the glass, tied it beneath her chin.

Alone, said Crippen nervously. I want to do a little thinking.

Never again, Jem, said Mrs. Pepper firmly. My place is by your side. If youre ashamed of people looking at you, Im not. Im proud of you. Come along. Come and show yourself, and tell them who you are. You shall never go out of my sight again as long as I live. Never.

She began to whimper.

Whats to be done? inquired Crippen, turning desperately on the bewildered pilot.

Whats it got to do with him? demanded Mrs. Pepper sharply.

Hes got to be considered a little, I spose, said the captain, dissembling. Besides, I think Id better do like the man in the poetry did. Let me go away and die of a broken heart. Perhaps its best.

Mrs. Pepper looked at him with kindling eyes.

Let me go away and die of a broken heart, repeated the captain, with real feeling. Id rather do it. I would indeed.

Mrs. Pepper, bursting into angry tears, flung her arms round his neck again, and sobbed on his shoulder. The pilot, obeying the frenzied injunctions of his friends eye, drew down the blind.

Theres quite a crowd outside, he remarked.

I dont mind, said his wife amiably. Theyll soon know who he is.

She stood holding the captains hand and stroking it, and whenever his feelings became too much for her put her head down on his waistcoat. At such times the captain glared fiercely at the ex-pilot, who, being of a weak nature, was unable, despite his anxiety, to give his risible faculties that control which the solemnity of the occasion demanded.

The afternoon wore slowly away. Miss Winthrop, who disliked scandal, had allowed something of the affair to leak out, and several visitors, including a local reporter, called, but were put off till the morrow, on the not unnatural plea that the long-separated couple desired a little privacy. The three sat silent, the ex-pilot, with wrinkled brows, trying hard to decipher the lip-language in which the captain addressed him whenever he had an opportunity, but could only dimly guess its purport, when the captain pressed his huge fist into the service as well.

Mrs. Pepper rose at length, and went into the back room to prepare tea. As she left the door open, however, and took the captains hat with her, he built no hopes on her absence, but turned furiously to the ex-pilot.

Whats to be done? he inquired in a fierce whisper. This cant go on.

Itll have to, whispered the other.

Now, look here, said Crippen menacingly, Im going into the kitchen to make a clean breast of it. Im sorry for you, but Ive done the best I can. Come and help me to explain.

He turned to the kitchen, but the other, with the strength born of despair, seized him by the sleeve and held him back.

Shell kill me, he whispered breathlessly.

I cant help it, said Crippen, shaking him off. Serve you right.

And shell tell the folks outside, and theyll kill you, continued Pepper.

The captain sat down again, and confronted him with a face as pale as his own.

The last train leaves at eight, whispered the pilot hurriedly. Its desperate, but its the only thing you can do. Take her for a stroll up by the fields near the railway station. You can see the train coming in for a mile off nearly. Time yourself carefully, and make a bolt for it. She cant run.

The entrance of their victim with the tea-tray stopped the conversation; but the captain nodded acceptance behind her back, and then, with a forced gaiety, sat down to tea.

For the first time since his successful appearance he became loquacious, and spoke so freely of incidents in the life of the man he was impersonating that the ex-pilot sat in a perfect fever lest he should blunder. The meal finished, he proposed a stroll, and, as the unsuspecting Mrs. Pepper tied on her bonnet, slapped his leg, and winked confidently at his fellow-conspirator.

Im not much of a walker, said the innocent Mrs. Pepper, so you must go slowly.

The captain nodded, and at Peppers suggestion left by the back way, to avoid the gaze of the curious.

For some time after their departure Pepper sat smoking, with his anxious face turned to the clock, until at length, unable to endure the strain any longer, and not without a sportsmanlike idea of being in at the death, he made his way to the station, and placed himself behind a convenient coal-truck.

He waited impatiently, with his eyes fixed on the road up which he expected the captain to come. He looked at his watch. Five minutes to eight, and still no captain. The platform began to fill, a porter seized the big bell and rang it lustily; in the distance a patch of white smoke showed. Just as the watcher had given up all hope, the figure of the captain came in sight. He was swaying from side to side, holding his hat in his hand, but doggedly racing the train to the station.

Hell never do it! groaned the pilot. Then he held his breath, for three or four hundred yards behind the captain Mrs. Pepper pounded in pursuit.

The train rolled into the station; passengers stepped in and out; doors slammed, and the guard had already placed the whistle in his mouth, when Captain Crippen, breathing stentorously, came stumbling blindly on to the platform, and was hustled into a third class carriage.

Close shave that, sir, said the station-master as he closed the door.

The captain sank back in his seat, fighting for breath, and turning his head, gave a last triumphant look up the road.

All right, sir, said the station-master kindly, as he followed the direction of the others eyes and caught sight of Mrs. Pepper. Well wait for your lady.

Jackson Pepper came from behind the coal-truck and watched the train out of sight, wondering in a dull, vague fashion what the conversation was like. He stood so long that a tender hearted porter, who had heard the news, made bold to come up and put a friendly hand on his shoulder.

Youll never see her again, Mr. Pepper, he said sympathetically.

The ex-pilot turned and regarded him fixedly, and the last bit of spirit he was ever known to show flashed up in his face as he spoke.

Youre a blamed idiot! he said rudely.


A CASE OF DESERTION

The sun was just rising as the small tub-like steamer, or, to be more correct, steam-barge, the Bulldog, steamed past the sleeping town of Gravesend at a good six knots per hour.

There had been a little discussion on the way between her crew and the engineer, who, down in his grimy little engine-room, did his own stoking and everything else necessary. The crew, consisting of captain, mate, and boy, who were doing their first trip on a steamer, had been transferred at the last moment from their sailing-barge the Witch, and found to their discomfort that the engineer, who had not expected to sail so soon, was terribly and abusively drunk. Every moment he could spare from his engines he thrust the upper part of his body through the small hatchway, and rowed with his commander.

Ahoy, bargee! he shouted, popping up like a jack-in-the-box, after a brief cessation of hostilities.

Dont take no notice of im, said the mate. Es got a bottle of brandy down there, an hes alf mad.

If I knew anything o them blessed engines, growled the skipper, Id go and hit im over the head.

But you dont, said the mate, and neither do I, so youd better keep quiet.

You think youre a fine feller, continued the engineer, standing up there an playing with that little wheel. You think youre doing all the work. Whats the boy doing? Send him down to stoke.

Go down, said the skipper, grinning with fury, and the boy reluctantly obeyed.

You think, said the engineer pathetically, after he had cuffed the boys head and dropped him down below by the scruff of his neck, you think because Ive got a black face Im not a man. Theres many a hoily face ides a good art.

I dont think nothing about it, grunted the skipper; you do your work, and Ill do mine.

Dont you give me none of your back answers, bellowed the engineer, cos I wont have em.

The skipper shrugged his shoulders and exchanged glances with his sympathetic mate. Wait till I get im ashore, he murmured.

The biler is wore out, said the engineer, re-appearing after a hasty dive below. It may bust at any moment.

As though to confirm his words fearful sounds were heard proceeding from below.

Its only the boy, said the mate, hes scared  natural.

I thought it was the biler, said the skipper, with a sigh of relief. It was loud enough.

As he spoke the boy got his head out of the hatchway, and, rendered desperate with fear, fairly fought his way past the engineer and gained the deck.

Very good, said the engineer, as he followed him on deck and staggered to the side. Ive had enough o you lot.

Hadnt you better go down to them engines? shouted the skipper.

Am I your SLAVE? demanded the engineer tearfully. Tell me that. Am I your slave?

Go down and do your work like a sensible man, was the reply.

At these words the engineer took umbrage at once, and, scowling fiercely, removed his greasy jacket and flung his cap on the deck. He then finished the brandy which he had brought up with him, and gazed owlishly at the Kentish shore.

Im going to have a wash, he said loudly, and, sitting down, removed his boots.

Go down to the engines first, said the skipper, and Ill send the boy to you with a bucket and some soap.

Bucket! replied the engineer scornfully, as he moved to the side. Im going to have a proper wash.

Hold him! roared the skipper suddenly. Hold him!

The mate, realising the situation, rushed to seize him, but the engineer, with a mad laugh, put his hands on the side and vaulted into the water. When he rose the steamer was twenty yards ahead.

Go astarn! yelled the mate.

How can I go astarn when theres nobody at the engines? shouted the skipper, as he hung on to the wheel and brought the boats head sharply round. Git a line ready.

The mate, with a coil of rope in his hand, rushed to the side, but his benevolent efforts were frustrated by the engineer, who, seeing the boats head making straight for him, saved his life by an opportune dive. The steamer rushed by.

Turn er agin! screamed the mate.

The captain was already doing so, and in a remarkably short space of time the boat, which had described a complete circle, was making again for the engineer.

Look out for the line! shouted the mate warningly.

I dont want your line, yelled the engineer. Im going ashore.

Come aboard! shouted the captain imploringly, as they swept past again. We cant manage the engines.

Put her round again, said the mate. Ill go for him with the boat. Haul her in, boy.

The boat, which was dragging astern, was hauled close, and the mate tumbled into her, followed by the boy, just as the captain was in the middle of another circle?-to the intense indignation of a crowd of shipping, large and small, which was trying to get by.

Ahoy! yelled the master of a tug which was towing a large ship. Take that steam roundabout out of the way. What the thunder are you doing?

Picking up my engineer, replied the captain, as he steamed right across the others bows, and nearly ran down a sailing-barge, the skipper of which, a Salvation Army man, was nobly fighting with his feelings.

Why dont you stop? he yelled.

Cos I cant, wailed the skipper of the Bulldog, as he threaded his way between a huge steamer and a schooner, who, in avoiding him, were getting up a little collision on their own account.

Ahoy, Bulldog! Ahoy! called the mate. Stand by to pick us up. Weve got him.

The skipper smiled in an agonised fashion as he shot past, hotly pursued by his boat. The feeling on board the other craft as they got out of the way of the Bulldog, and nearly ran down her boat, and then, in avoiding that, nearly ran down something else, cannot be put into plain English, but several captains ventured into the domains of the ornamental with marked success.

Shut off steam! yelled the engineer, as the Bulldog went by again. Draw the fires, then.

Whos going to steer while I do it? bellowed the skipper, as he left the wheel for a few seconds to try and get a line to throw them.

By this time the commotion in the river was frightful, and the captains steering, as he went on his round again, something marvellous to behold. A strange lack of sympathy on the part of brother captains added to his troubles. Every craft he passed had something to say to him, busy as they were, and the remarks were as monotonous as they were insulting. At last, just as he was resolving to run his boat straight down the river until he came to a halt for want of steam, the mate caught the rope he flung, and the Bulldog went down the river with her boat made fast to her stern.

Come aboard, you  you lunatic! he shouted.

Not afore I knows ow I stand, said the engineer, who was now beautifully sober, and in full possession of a somewhat acute intellect.

What do you mean? demanded the skipper.

I dont come aboard, shouted the engineer, until you and the mate and the bye all swear as you wont say nothing about this little game.

Ill report you the moment I get ashore, roared the skipper. Ill give you in charge for desertion. Ill  

With a supreme gesture the engineer prepared to dive, but the watchful mate fell on his neck and tripped him over a seat.

Come aboard! cried the skipper, aghast at such determination. Come aboard, and Ill give you a licking when we get ashore instead.

Honour bright? inquired the engineer.

Honour bright, chorused the three.

The engineer, with all the honours of war, came on board, and, after remarking that he felt chilly bathing on an empty stomach, went down below and began to stoke. In the course of the voyage he said that it was worth while making such a fool of himself if only to see the skippers beautiful steering, warmly asseverating that there was not another man on the river that could have done it. Before this insidious flattery the skippers wrath melted like snow before the sun, and by the time they reached port he would as soon have thought of hitting his own father as his smooth-tongued engineer.


OUTSAILED

It was a momentous occasion. The two skippers sat in the private bar of the Old Ship, in High Street, Wapping, solemnly sipping cold gin and smoking cigars, whose sole merit consisted in the fact that they had been smuggled. It is well known all along the waterside that this greatly improves their flavour.

Draw all right? queried Captain Berrow?-a short, fat man of few ideas, who was the exulting owner of a bundle of them.

Beautiful, replied Captain Tucker, who had just made an excursion into the interior of his with the small blade of his penknife. Why dont you keep smokes like these, landlord?

He cant, chuckled Captain Berrow fatuously. Theyre not to be ad  money couldnt buy em.

The landlord grunted. Why dont you settle about that race o yours an ha done with it, he cried, as he wiped down his counter. Seems to me, Capn Tuckers hanging fire.

Im ready when he is, said Tucker, somewhat shortly.

Its taking your money, said Berrow slowly; the Thistle cant hold a candle to the Good Intent, and you know it. Many a time that little schooner o mine has kept up with a steamer.

Wherd you ha been if the tow rope had parted, though? said the master of the Thistle, with a wink at the landlord.

At this remark Captain Berrow took fire, and, with his temper rapidly rising to fever heat, wrathfully repelled the scurvy insinuation in language which compelled the respectful attention of all the other customers and the hasty intervention of the landlord.

Put up the stakes, he cried impatiently. Put up the stakes, and dont have so much jaw about it.

Heres mine, said Berrow, sturdily handing over a greasy fiver. Now, Capn Tucker, cover that.

Come on, said the landlord encouragingly; dont let him take the wind out of your sails like that.

Tucker handed over five sovereigns.

High waters at 12.13, said the landlord, pocketing the stakes. You understand the conditions?-each of you does the best he can for hisself after eleven, an the one what gets to Poole first has the ten quid. Understand?

Both gamblers breathed hard, and, fully realising the desperate nature of the enterprise upon which they had embarked, ordered some more gin. A rivalry of long standing as to the merits of their respective schooners had led to them calling in the landlord to arbitrate, and this was the result. Berrow, vaguely feeling that it would be advisable to keep on good terms with the stakeholder, offered him one of the famous cigars. The stakeholder, anxious to keep on good terms with his stomach, declined it.

Youve both got your moorings up, I spose? he inquired.

Got em up this evening, replied Tucker. Were just made fast one on each side of the Dolphin now.

The winds light, but its from the right quarter, said Captain Berrow, an I only hope as ow the best shipll win. Id like to win myself, but, if not, I can only say as theres no man breathing Id sooner have lick me than Capn Tucker. Hes as smart a seaman as ever comes into the London river, an hes got a schooner angels would be proud of.

Glasses o gin round, said Tucker promptly. Capn Berrow, heres your very good health, an a fair field an no favour.

With these praiseworthy sentiments the master of the Thistle finished his liquor, and, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand, nodded farewell to the twain and departed. Once in the High Street he walked slowly, as one in deep thought, then, with a sudden resolution, turned up Nightingale Lane, and made for a small, unsavoury thoroughfare leading out of Ratcliff Highway. A quarter of an hour later he emerged into that famous thoroughfare again, smiling incoherently, and, retracing his steps to the waterside, jumped into a boat, and was pulled off to his ship.

Comes off to-night, Joe, said he, as he descended to the cabin, an its arf a quid to you if the old gal wins.

Whats the bet? inquired the mate, looking up from his task of shredding tobacco.

Five quid, replied the skipper.

Well, we ought to do it, said the mate slowly; t wont be my fault if we dont.

Mine neither, said the skipper. As a matter o fact, Joe, I reckon Ive about made sure of it. Alls fair in love and war and racing, Joe.

Ay, ay, said the mate, more slowly than before, as he revolved this addition to the proverb.

I just nipped round and saw a chap I used to know named Dibbs, said the skipper. Keeps a boarding-house for sailors. Wonderful sharp little chap he is. Needles aint nothing to him. Theres heaps of needles, but only one Dibbs. Hes going to make old Berrows chaps as drunk as lords.

Does he know em? inquired the mate.

He knows where to find em, said the other. I told him theyd either be in the Dukes Head or the Town o Berwick. But hed find em wherever they was. Ah, even if they was in a coffee pallis, I bleeve that man ud find em.

Theyre steady chaps, objected the mate, but in a weak fashion, being somewhat staggered by this tribute to Mr. Dibbs remarkable powers.

My lad, said the skipper, its Dibbs business to mix sailors liquors sos they dont know whether theyre standing on their heads or their heels. Hes the most wonderful mixer in Christendom; takes a reglar pride in it. Many a sailorman has got up a ships side, thinking it was stairs, and gone off half acrost the world instead of going to bed, through him.

Well have a easy job of it, then, said the mate. I bleeve we could ha managed it without that, though. Taint quite what youd call sport, is it?

Theres nothing like making sure of a thing, said the skipper placidly. What times our chaps coming aboard?

Ten thirty, the latest, replied the mate. Old Sams with em, so theyll be all right.

Ill turn in for a couple of hours, said the skipper, going towards his berth. Lord! Id give something to see old Berrows face as his chaps come up the side.

Praps they wont git as far as that, remarked the mate.

Oh, yes they will, said the skipper. Dibbs is going to see to that. I dont want any chance of the race being scratched. Turn me out in a couple of hours.

He closed the door behind him, and the mate, having stuffed his clay with the coarse tobacco, took some pink note-paper with scalloped edges from his drawer, and, placing the paper at his right side, and squaring his shoulders, began some private correspondence.

For some time he smoked and wrote in silence, until the increasing darkness warned him to finish his task. He signed the note, and, having put a few marks of a tender nature below his signature, sealed it ready for the post, and sat with half-closed eyes, finishing his pipe. Then his head nodded, and, placing his arms on the table, he too slept.

It seemed but a minute since he had closed his eyes when he was awakened by the entrance of the skipper, who came blundering into the darkness from his stateroom, vociferating loudly and nervously.

Ay, ay! said Joe, starting up.

Wheres the lights? said the skipper. Whats the time? I dreamt Id overslept myself. Whats the time?

Plenty o time, said the mate vaguely, as he stifled a yawn.

Ha-past ten, said the skipper, as he struck a match, Youve been asleep, he added severely.

I aint, said the mate stoutly, as he followed the other on deck. Ive been thinking. I think better in the dark.

Its about time our chaps was aboard, said the skipper, as he looked round the deserted deck. I hope they wont be late.

Sams with em, said the mate confidently, as he went on to the side; there aint no festivities going on aboard the Good Intent, neither.

There will be, said his worthy skipper, with a grin, as he looked across the intervening brig at the rival craft; there will be.

He walked round the deck to see that everything was snug and ship-shape, and got back to the mate just as a howl of surprising weirdness was heard proceeding from the neighbouring stairs.

Im sprised at Berrow allowing his men to make that noise, said the skipper waggishly. Our chaps are there too, I think. I can hear Sams voice.

So can I, said the mate, with emphasis.

Seems to be talking rather loud, said the master of the Thistle, knitting his brows.

Sounds as though hes trying to sing, said the mate, as, after some delay, a heavily-laden boat put off from the stairs and made slowly for them. No, he aint; hes screaming.

There was no longer any doubt about it. The respectable and greatly-trusted Sam was letting off a series of wild howls which would have done credit to a penny-gaff Zulu, and was evidently very much out of temper about something.

Ahoy, Thistle! Ahoy! bellowed the waterman, as he neared the schooner. Chuck us a rope?-quick!

The mate threw him one, and the boat came alongside. It was then seen that another waterman, using impatient and deplorable language, was forcibly holding Sam down in the boat.

Whats he done? Whats the row? demanded the mate.

Done? said the waterman, in disgust. Done? Hes ad a small lemon, an its got into his silly old head. Hes making all this fuss cos he wanted to set the pub on fire, an they wouldnt let him. Man ashore told us they belonged to the Good Intent, but I know theyre your men.

Sam! roared the skipper, with a sinking heart, as his glance fell on the recumbent figures in the boat; come aboard at once, you drunken disgrace! Dye hear?

I cant leave him, said Sam, whimpering.

Leave who? growled the skipper.

Him, said Sam, placing his arms round the watermans neck. Him an mes like brothers.

Get up, you old loonatic! snarled the waterman, extricating himself with difficulty, and forcing the other towards the side. Now, up you go!

Aided by the shoulders of the waterman and the hands of his superior officers, Sam went up, and then the waterman turned his attention to the remainder of his fares, who were snoring contentedly in the bottom of the boat.

Now, then! he cried; look alive with you! Dye hear? Wake up! Wake up! Kick em, Bill!

I cant kick no arder, grumbled the other waterman.

What the devils the matter with em? stormed the master of the Thistle, Chuck a pail of water over em, Joe!

Joe obeyed with gusto; and, as he never had much of a head for details, bestowed most of it upon the watermen. Through the row which ensued the Thistles crew snored peacefully, and at last were handed up over the sides like sacks of potatoes, and the indignant watermen pulled back to the stairs.

Heres a nice crew to win a race with! wailed the skipper, almost crying with rage. Chuck the water over em, Joe! Chuck the water over em!

Joe obeyed willingly, until at length, to the skippers great relief, one man stirred, and, sitting up on the deck, sleepily expressed his firm conviction that it was raining. For a moment they both had hopes of him, but as Joe went to the side for another bucketful, he evidently came to the conclusion that he had been dreaming, and, lying down again, resumed his nap. As he did so the first stroke of Big Ben came booming down the river.

Eleven oclock! shouted the excited skipper.

It was too true. Before Big Ben had finished, the neighbouring church clocks commenced striking with feverish haste, and hurrying feet and hoarse cries were heard proceeding from the deck of the GOOD INTENT.

Loose the sails! yelled the furious Tucker. Loose the sails! Damme, well get under way by ourselves!

He ran forward, and, assisted by the mate, hoisted the jibs, and then, running back, cast off from the brig, and began to hoist the mainsail. As they disengaged themselves from the tier, there was just sufficient sail for them to advance against the tide; while in front of them the Good Intent, shaking out sail after sail, stood boldly down the river.

This was the way of it, said Sam, as he stood before the grim Tucker at six oclock the next morning, surrounded by his mates. He came into the Town o Berwick, where we was, as nice a spoken little chap as ever youd wish to see. He said hed been a-looking at the GOOD INTENT, and he thought it was the prettiest little craft e ever seed, and the exact image of one his dear brother, which was a missionary, ad, and hed like to stand a drink to every man of her crew. Of course, we all said we was the crew direckly, an all I can remember after that is two coppers an a little boy trying to giv me the frogs march, an somebody chucking pails o water over me. Its crool ard losing a race, what we didnt know nothink about, in this way; but it warnt our fault?-it warnt, indeed. Its my belief that the little man was a missionary of some sort hisself, and wanted to convert us, an that was his way of starting on the job. Its all very well for the mate to have highstirriks; but its quite true, every word of it, an if you go an ask at the pub theyll tell you the same.


MATED

The schooner Falcon was ready for sea. The last bale of general cargo had just been shipped, and a few hairy, unkempt seamen were busy putting on the hatches under the able profanity of the mate.

All clear? inquired the master, a short, ruddy-faced man of about thirty-five. Cast off there!

Aint you going to wait for the passengers, then? inquired the mate.

No, no, replied the skipper, whose features were working with excitement. They wont come now, Im sure they wont. Well lose the tide if we dont look sharp.

He turned aside to give an order just as a buxom young woman, accompanied by a loutish boy, a band-box, and several other bundles, came hurrying on to the jetty.

Well, here we are, Capn Evans, said the girl, springing lightly on to the deck. I thought we should never get here; the cabman didnt seem to know the way; but I knew you wouldnt go without us.

Here you are, said the skipper, with attempted cheerfulness, as he gave the girl his right hand, while his left strayed vaguely in the direction of the boys ear, which was coldly withheld from him. Go down below, and the matell show you your cabin. Bill, this is Miss Cooper, a lady friend o mine, and her brother.

The mate, acknowledging the introduction, led the way to the cabin, where they remained so long that by the time they came on deck again the schooner was off Limehouse, slipping along well under a light wind.

How do you like the state-room? inquired the skipper, who was at the wheel.

Pretty fair, replied Miss Cooper. Its a big name for it though, aint it? Oh, what a large ship!

She ran to the side to gaze at a big liner, and as far as Gravesend besieged the skipper and mate with questions concerning the various craft. At the mates suggestion they had tea on deck, at which meal William Henry Cooper became a source of much discomfort to his host by his remarkable discoveries anent the fauna of lettuce. Despite his efforts, however, and the cloud under which Evans seemed to be labouring, the meal was voted a big success; and after it was over they sat laughing and chatting until the air got chilly, and the banks of the river were lost in the gathering darkness. At ten oclock they retired for the night, leaving Evans and the mate on deck.

Nice gal, that, said the mate, looking at the skipper, who was leaning moodily on the wheel.

Ay, ay, replied he. Bill, he continued, turning suddenly towards the mate. Im in a deuce of a mess. Youve got a good square head on your shoulders. Now, what on earth am I to do? Of course you can see how the land lays?

Of course, said the mate, who was not going to lose his reputation by any display of ignorance. Anyone could see it, he added.

The question is whats to be done? said the skipper.

Thats the question, said the mate guardedly.

I feel that worried, said Evans, that Ive actually thought of getting into collision, or running the ship ashore. Fancy them two women meeting at Llandalock.

Such a sudden light broke in upon the square head of the mate, that he nearly whistled with the brightness of it.

But you aint engaged to this one? he cried.

Were to be married in August, said the skipper desperately. Thats my ring on her finger.

But youre going to marry Mary Jones in September, expostulated the mate. You cant marry both of em.

Thats what I say, replied Evans; thats what I keep telling myself, but it dont seem to bring much comfort. Im too soft-earted where wimmen is concerned, Bill, an thats the truth of it. Dreckly I get alongside of a nice gal my arm goes creeping round her before I know what its doing.

What on earth made you bring the girl on the ship? inquired the mate. The other ones sure to be on the quay to meet you as usual.

I couldnt help it, groaned the skipper; she would come; she can be very determined when she likes. Shes awful gone on me, Bill.

Sos the other one apparently, said the mate.

I cant think what it is the gals see in me, said the other mournfully. Can you?

No, Im blamed if I can, replied the mate frankly.

I dont take no credit for it, Bill, said the skipper, not a bit. My father was like it before me. The worrys killing me.

Well, which are you going to have? inquired the mate. Which do you like the best?

I dont know, an thats a fact, said the skipper. They ve both got money coming to em; when Im in Wales I like Mary Jones best, and when Im in London its Janey Cooper. Its dreadful to be like that, Bill.

It is, said the mate drily. I wouldnt be in your shoes when those two gals meet for a fortune. Then youll have old Jones and her brothers to tackle, too. Seems to me thingsll be a bit lively.

I hev thought of being took sick, and staying in my bunk, Bill, suggested Evans anxiously.

An having the two of em to nurse you, retorted Bill. Nice quiet time for an invalid.

Evans made a gesture of despair.

How would it be, said the mate, after a long pause, and speaking very slowly; how would it be if I took this one off your hands.

You couldnt do it, Bill, said the skipper decidedly. Not while she knew I was above ground. Well, I can try, returned the mate shortly. Ive took rather a fancy to the girl. Is it a bargain?

It is, said the skipper, shaking hands upon it. If you git me out of this hole, Bill, Ill remember it the longest day I live.

With these words he went below, and, after cautiously undoing W. H. Cooper, who had slept himself into a knot that a professional contortionist would have envied, tumbled in beside him and went to sleep.

His heart almost failed him when he encountered the radiant Jane at breakfast in the morning, but he concealed his feelings by a strong effort; and after the meal was finished, and the passengers had gone on deck, he laid hold of the mate, who was following, and drew him into the cabin.

You havent washed yourself this morning, he said, eyeing him closely. How do you spose you are going to make an impression if you dont look smart?

Well, I look tidier than you do, growled the mate.

Of course you do, said the wily Evans. Im going to give you all the chances I can. Now you go and shave yourself, and here  take it.

He passed the surprised mate a brilliant red silk tie, embellished with green spots.

No, no, said the mate deprecatingly.

Take it, repeated Evans; if anythingll fetch her itll be that tie; and heres a couple of collars for you; theyre a new shape, quite the rage down Poplar way just now.

Its robbing you, said the mate, and its no good either. I aint got a decent suit of clothes to my back.

Evans looked up, and their eyes met; then, with a catch in his breath, he turned away, and after some hesitation went to his locker, and bringing out a new suit, bought for the edification of Miss Jones, handed it silently to the mate.

I cant take all these things without giving you something for em, said the mate. Here, wait a bit.

He dived into his cabin, and, after a hasty search, brought out some garments which he placed on the table before his commander.

I wouldnt wear em, no, not to drown myself in, declared Evans after a brief glance; they aint even decent.

So much the better, said the mate; itll be more of a contrast with me.

After a slight contest the skipper gave way, and the mate, after an elaborate toilette, went on deck and began to make himself agreeable, while his chief skulked below trying to muster up courage to put in an appearance.

Wheres the captain? inquired Miss Cooper, after his absence had been so prolonged as to become noticeable.

Hes below, dressin, I bleeve, replied the mate simply.

Miss Cooper, glancing at his attire, smiled softly to herself, and prepared for something startling, and she got it; for a more forlorn, sulky-looking object than the skipper, when he did appear, had never been seen on the deck of the Falcon, and his London betrothed glanced at him hot with shame and indignation.

Whatever have you got those things on for? she whispered.

Work, my dear  work, replied the skipper.

Well, mind you dont lose any of the pieces, said the dear suavely; you mightnt be able to match that cloth.

Ill look after that, said the skipper, reddening. You must excuse me talkin to you now. Im busy.

Miss Cooper looked at him indignantly, and, biting her lip, turned away, and started a desperate flirtation with the mate, to punish him. Evans watched them with mingled feelings as he busied himself with various small jobs on the deck, his wrath being raised to boiling point by the behaviour of the cook, who, being a poor hand at disguising his feelings, came out of the galley several times to look at him.

From this incident a coolness sprang up between the skipper and the girl, which increased hourly. At times the skipper weakened, but the watchful mate was always on hand to prevent mischief. Owing to his fostering care Evans was generally busy, and always gruff; and Miss Cooper, who was used to the most assiduous attentions from him, knew not whether to be most bewildered or most indignant. Four times in one day did he remark in her hearing that a sailors ship was his sweetheart, while his treatment of his small prospective brother in-law, when he expostulated with him on the state of his wardrobe, filled that hitherto pampered youth with amazement. At last, on the fourth night out, as the little schooner was passing the coast of Cornwall, the mate came up to him as he was steering, and patted him heavily on the back.

Its all right, capn, said he. Youve lost the prettiest little girl in England.

What? said the skipper, in incredulous tones.

Fact, replied the other. Heres your ring back. I wouldnt let her wear it any longer.

However did you do it? inquired Evans, taking the ring in a dazed fashion.

Oh, easy as possible, said the mate. She liked me best, thats all.

But what did you say to her? persisted Evans.

The other reflected.

I cant call to mind exactly, he said at length. But, you may rely upon it, I said everything I could against you. But she never did care much for you. She told me so herself.

I wish you joy of your bargain, said Evans solemnly, after a long pause.

What do you mean? demanded the mate sharply.

A girl like that, said the skipper, with a lump in his throat, who can carry on with two men at once aint worth having. Shes not my money, thats all.

The mate looked at him in honest bewilderment.

Mark my words, continued the skipper loftily, youll live to regret it. A girl like thats got no ballast. Shell always be running after fresh neckties.

You put it down to the necktie, do you? sneered the mate wrathfully.

That and the clothes, certnly, replied the skipper.

Well, youre wrong, said the mate. A lot you know about girls. It wasnt your old clothes, and it wasnt all your bad behaviour to her since shes been aboard. You may as well know first as last. She wouldnt have nothing to do with me at first, so I told her all about Mary Jones.

You told her THAT? cried the skipper fiercely.

I did, replied the other. She was pretty wild at first; but then the comic side of it struck her  you wearing them old clothes, and going about as you did. She used to watch you until she couldnt stand it any longer, and then go down in the cabin and laugh. Wonderful spirits that girls got. Hush! Here she is!

As he spoke the girl came on deck, and, seeing the two men talking together, remained at a short distance from them.

Its all right, Jane, said the mate; Ive told him.

Oh! said Miss Cooper, with a little gasp.

I cant bear deceit, said the mate; and now its off his mind, hes so happy he cant bear himself.

The latter part of this assertion seemed to be more warranted by facts than the former, but Evans made a choking noise, which he intended as a sign of unbearable joy, and, relinquishing the wheel to the mate, walked forward. The clear sky was thick with stars, and a mind at ease might have found enjoyment in the quiet beauty of the night, but the skipper was too interested in the behaviour of the young couple at the wheel to give it a thought. Immersed in each other, they forgot him entirely, and exchanged little playful slaps and pushes, which incensed him beyond description. Several times he was on the point of exercising his position as commander and ordering the mate below, but in the circumstances interference was impossible, and, with a low-voiced good-night, he went below. Here his gaze fell on William Henry, who was slumbering peacefully, and, with a hazy idea of the eternal fitness of things, he raised the youth in his arms, and, despite his sleepy protests, deposited him in the mates bunk. Then, with head and heart both aching, he retired for the night.

There was a little embarrassment next day, but it soon passed off, and the three adult inmates of the cabin got on quite easy terms with each other. The most worried person aft was the boy, who had not been taken into their confidence, and whose face, when his sister sat with the mates arm around her waist, presented to the skipper a perfect study in emotions.

I feel quite curious to see this Miss Jones, said Miss Cooper amiably, as they sat at dinner.

Shell be on the quay, waving her handkerchief to him, said the mate. Well be in to-morrow afternoon, and then youll see her.

As it happened, the mate was a few hours out in his reckoning, for by the time the Falcons bows were laid for the small harbour it was quite dark, and the little schooner glided in, guided by the two lights which marked the entrance. The quay, seen in the light of a few scattered lamps, looked dreary enough, and, except for two or three indistinct figures, appeared to be deserted. Beyond, the broken lights of the town stood out more clearly as the schooner crept slowly over the dark water towards her berth.

Fine night, capn, said the watchman, as the schooner came gently alongside the quay.

The skipper grunted assent. He was peering anxiously at the quay.

Its too late, said the mate. You couldnt expect her this time onight. Its ten oclock.

Ill go over in the morning, said Evans, who, now that things had been adjusted, was secretly disappointed that Miss Cooper had not witnessed the meeting. If youre not going ashore, we might have a hand o cards as soons were made fast.

The mate assenting, they went below, and were soon deep in the mysteries of three-hand cribbage. Evans, who was a good player, surpassed himself, and had just won the first game, the others being nowhere, when a head was thrust down the companion-way, and a voice like a strained foghorn called the captain by name.

Ay, ay! yelled Evans, laying down his hand.

Ill come down, capn, said the voice, and the mate just had time to whisper Old Jones to Miss Cooper, when a man of mighty bulk filled up the doorway of the little cabin, and extended a huge paw to Evans and the mate. He then looked at the lady, and, breathing hard, waited.

Young lady o the mates, said Evans breathlessly, Miss Cooper. Sit down, capn. Get the gin out, Bill.

Not for me, said Captain Jones firmly, but with an obvious effort.

The surprise of Evans and the mate admitted of no concealment; but it passed unnoticed by their visitor, who, fidgeting in his seat, appeared to be labouring with some mysterious problem. After a long pause, during which all watched him anxiously, he reached over the table and shook hands with Evans again.

Put it there, capn, said Evans, much affected by this token of esteem.

The old man rose and stood looking at him, with his hand on his shoulder; he then shook hands for the third time, and patted him encouragingly on the back.

Is anything the matter? demanded the skipper of the Falcon as he rose to his feet, alarmed by these manifestations of feeling. Is Mary  is she ill?

Worse than that, said the other worsen that, my poor boy; shes married a lobster!

The effect of this communication upon Evans was tremendous; but it may be doubted whether he was more surprised than Miss Cooper, who, utterly unversed in military terms, strove in vain to realize the possibility of such a mesalliance, as she gazed wildly at the speaker and squeaked with astonishment.

When was it? asked Evans at last, in a dull voice.

Thursday fortnight, at ha past eleven, said the old man. Hes a sergeant in the line. I would have written to you, but I thought it was best to come and break it to you gently. Cheer up, my boy; theres more than one Mary Jones in the world.

With this undeniable fact, Captain Jones waved a farewell to the party and went off, leaving them to digest his news. For some time they sat still, the mate and Miss Cooper exchanging whispers, until at length, the stillness becoming oppressive, they withdrew to their respective berths, leaving the skipper sitting at the table, gazing hard at a knot in the opposite locker.

For long after their departure he sat thus, amid a deep silence, broken only by an occasional giggle from the stateroom, or an idiotic sniggering from the direction of the mates bunk, until, recalled to mundane affairs by the lamp burning itself out, he went, in befitting gloom, to bed.


THE RIVAL BEAUTIES

If you hadnt asked me, said the night watchman, I should never have told you; but, seeing as youve put the question point blank, I will tell you my experience of it. Youre the first person Ive ever opened my lips to upon the subject, for it was so eggstraordinary that all our chaps swore as theyd keep it to theirselves for fear of being disbelieved and jeered at.

It happened in 84, on board the steamer George Washington, bound from Liverpool to New York. The first eight days passed without anything unusual happening, but on the ninth I was standing aft with the first mate, hauling in the log, when we hears a yell from aloft, an a chap what we called Stuttering Sam come down as if he was possessed, and rushed up to the mate with his eyes nearly starting out of his ed.

Theres the s-s-s-s-s-s-sis-sis-sip! ses he.

The what? ses the mate.

The s-s-sea-sea-sssssip!

Look here, my lad, ses the mate, taking out a pocket-hankerchief an wiping his face, you just tarn your ed away till you get your breath. Its like opening a bottle o soda water to stand talking to you. Now, what is it?

Its the ssssssis-sea-sea-sea-sarpint! ses Sam, with a bust.

Rather a long un by your account of it, ses the mate, with a grin.

Whats the matter? ses the skipper, who just came up.

This man has seen the sea-sarpint, sir, thats all, ses the mate.

Y-y-yes, said Sam, with a sort o sob.

Well, there aint much doing just now, ses the skipper, so youd better get a slice o bread and feed it.

The mate bust out larfing, an I could see by the way the skipper smiled he was rather tickled at it himself.

The skipper an the mate was still larfing very hearty when we heard a dreadful owl from the bridge, an one o the chaps suddenly leaves the wheel, jumps on to the deck, and bolts below as though he was mad. Tother one follows m amost dreckly, and the second mate caught hold o the wheel as he left it, and called out something we couldnt catch to the skipper.

What the d   s the matter? yells the skipper.

The mate pointed to starboard, but as is and was shaking so that one minute it was pointing to the sky an the next to the bottom o the sea, it wasnt much of a guide to us. Even when he got it steady we couldnt see anything, till all of a sudden, about two miles off, something like a telegraph pole stuck up out of the water for a few seconds, and then ducked down again and made straight for the ship.

Sam was the fust to speak, and, without wasting time stuttering or stammering, he said hed go down and see about that bit o bread, an he went afore the skipper or the mate could stop im.

In less than arf a minute there was only the three officers an me on deck. The second mate was holding the wheel, the skipper was holding his breath, and the first mate was holding me. It was one o the most exciting times I ever had.

Better fire the gun at it, ses the skipper, in a trembling voice, looking at the little brass cannon we had for signalling.

Better not give him any cause for offence, ses the mate, shaking his head.

I wonder whether it eats men, ses the skipper. Perhaps itll come for some of us.

There aint many on deck for it to choose from, ses the mate, looking at im significant like.

Thats true, ses the skipper, very thoughtful; Ill go an send all hands on deck. As captain, its my duty not to leave the ship till the LAST, if I can anyways help it.

How he got them on deck has always been a wonder to me, but he did it. He was a brutal sort o a man at the best o times, an he carried on so much that I spose they thought even the sarpint couldnt be worse. Anyway, up they came, an we all stood in a crowd watching the sarpint as it came closer and closer.

We reckoned it to be about a hundred yards long, an it was about the most awful-looking creetur you could ever imagine. If you took all the ugliest things in the earth and mixed em up  gorillas an the like  youd only make a hangel compared to what that was. It just hung off our quarter, keeping up with us, and every now and then it would open its mouth and let us see about four yards down its throat.

It seems peaceable, whispers the fust mate, arter awhile.

Praps it aint hungry, ses the skipper. Wed better not let it get peckish. Try it with a loaf o bread.

The cook went below and fetched up half-a-dozen, an one o the chaps, plucking up courage, slung it over the side, an afore you could say Jack Robinson the sarpint had woffled it up an was looking for more. It stuck its head up and came close to the side just like the swans in Victoria Park, an it kept that game up until it had ad ten loaves an a hunk o pork.

Im afraid were encouraging it, ses the skipper, looking at it as it swam alongside with an eye as big as a saucer cocked on the ship.

Praps itll go away soon if we dont take no more notice of it, ses the mate. Just pretend it isnt here.

Well, we did pretend as well as we could; but everybody hugged the port side o the ship, and was ready to bolt down below at the shortest notice; and at last, when the beast got craning its neck up over the side as though it was looking for something, we gave it some more grub. We thought if we didnt give it he might take it, and take it off the wrong shelf, so to speak. But, as the mate said, it was encouraging it, and long arter it was dark we could hear it snorting and splashing behind us, until at last it ad such an effect on us the mate sent one o the chaps down to rouse the skipper.

I dont think itll do no arm, ses the skipper, peering over the side, and speaking as though he knew all about sea-sarpints and their ways.

Spose it puts its ead over the side and takes one o the men, ses the mate.

Let me know at once, ses the skipper firmly; an he went below agin and left us.

Well, I was jolly glad when eight bells struck, an I went below; an if ever I hoped anything I hoped that when I go up that ugly brute would have gone, but, instead o that, when I went on deck it was playing alongside like a kitten amost, an one o the chaps told me as the skipper had been feeding it agin.

Its a wonderful animal, ses the skipper, an theres none of you now but has seen the sea-sarpint; but I forbid any man here to say a word about it when we get ashore.

Why not, sir? ses the second mate.

Becos you wouldnt be believed, said the skipper sternly. You might all go ashore and kiss the Book an make affidavits an not a soul ud believe you. The comic papers ud make fun of it, and the respectable papers ud say it was seaweed or gulls.

Why not take it to New York with us? ses the fust mate suddenly.

What? ses the skipper.

Feed it every day, ses the mate, getting excited, and bait a couple of shark hooks and keep em ready, together with some wire rope. Git im to foller us as far as he will, and then hook him. We might git him in alive and show him at a sovereign a head. Anyway, we can take in his carcase if we manage it properly.

By Jove! if we only could, ses the skipper, getting excited too.

We can try, ses the mate. Why, we could have noosed it this mornin if we had liked; and if it breaks the lines we must blow its head to pieces with the gun.

It seemed a most eggstraordinary thing to try and catch it that way; but the beast was so tame, and stuck so close to us, that it wasnt quite so ridikilous as it seemed at fust.

Arter a couple o days nobody minded the animal a bit, for it was about the most nervous thing of its size you ever saw. It hadnt got the soul of a mouse; and one day when the second mate, just for a lark, took the line of the foghorn in his hand and tooted it a bit, it flung up its ead in a scared sort o way, and, after backing a bit, turned clean round and bolted.

I thought the skipper ud have gone mad. He chucked over loaves o bread, bits o beef and pork, an scores o biskits, and by-and-bye, when the brute plucked up heart an came arter us again, he fairly beamed with joy. Then he gave orders that nobody was to touch the horn for any reason whatever, not even if there was a fog, or chance of collision, or anything of the kind; an he also gave orders that the bells wasnt to be struck, but that the bosen was just to shove is ead in the focsle and call em out instead.

Arter three days had passed, and the thing was still follering us, everybody made certain of taking it to New York, an I bleeve if it hadnt been for Joe Cooper the question about the sea-sarpint would ha been settled long ago. He was a most eggstraordinary ugly chap was Joe. He had a perfic cartoon of a face, an he was so delikit-minded and sensitive about it that if a chap only stopped in the street and whistled as he passed him, or pointed him out to a friend, he didnt like it. He told me once when I was symperthizing with him, that the only time a woman ever spoke civilly to him was one night down Poplar way in a fog, an he was so appy about it that they both walked into the canal afore he knew where they was.

On the fourth morning, when we was only about three days from Sandy Hook, the skipper got out o bed wrong side, an when he went on deck he was ready to snap at anybody, an as luck would have it, as he walked a bit forrard, he sees Joe a-sticking his phiz over the side looking at the sarpint.

What the d  are you doing? shouts the skipper, What do you mean by it?

Mean by what, sir? asks Joe.

Putting your black ugly face over the side o the ship an frightening my sea-sarpint! bellows the skipper, You know how easy its skeered.

Frightening the sea-sarpint? ses Joe, trembling all over, an turning very white.

If I see that face o yours over the side agin, my lad, ses the skipper very fierce, Ill give it a black eye. Now cut!

Joe cut, an the skipper, having worked off some of his ill-temper, went aft again and began to chat with the mate quite pleasant like. I was down below at the time, an didnt know anything about it for hours arter, and then I heard it from one o the firemen. He comes up to me very mysterious like, an ses, Bill, he ses, youre a pal o Joes; come down here an see what you can make of im.

Not knowing what he meant, I follered im below to the engine-room, an there was Joe sitting on a bucket staring wildly in front of im, and two or three of em standing round looking at im with their eads on one side.

Hes been like that for three hours, ses the second engineer in a whisper, dazed like.

As he spoke Joe gave a little shudder; Frighten the sea-sarpint! ses he, O Lord!

Its turned his brain, ses one o the firemen, he keeps saying nothing but that.

If we could only make im cry, ses the second engineer, who had a brother what was a medical student, it might save his reason. But how to do it, thats the question.

Speak kind to im, sir, ses the fireman. Ill have a try if you dont mind. He cleared his throat first, an then he walks over to Joe and puts his hand on his shoulder an ses very soft an pitiful like:

Dont take on, Joe, dont take on, theres many a ugly mug ides a good art,

Afore he could think o anything else to say, Joe ups with his fist an gives im one in the ribs as nearly broke em. Then he turns away is ead an shivers again, an the old dazed look come back.

Joe, I ses, shaking him, Joe!

Frightened the sea-sarpint! whispers Joe, staring.

Joe, I ses, Joe. You know me, Im your pal, Bill.

Ay, ay, ses Joe, coming round a bit.

Come away, I ses, come an git to bed, thats the best place for you.

I took im by the sleeve, and he gets up quiet an obedient and follers me like a little child. I got im straight into is bunk, an arter a time he fell into a soft slumber, an I thought the worst had passed, but I was mistaken. He got up in three hours time an seemed all right, cept that he walked about as though he was thinking very hard about something, an before I could make out what it was he had a fit.

He was in that fit ten minutes, an he was no sooner out o that one than he was in another. In twenty-four hours he had six full-sized fits, and Ill allow I was fairly puzzled. What pleasure he could find in tumbling down hard and stiff an kicking at everybody an everything I couldnt see. Hed be standing quiet and peaceable like one minute, and the next hed catch hold o the nearest thing to him and have a bad fit, and lie on his back and kick us while we was trying to force open his hands to pat em.

The other chaps said the skippers insult had turned his brain, but I wasnt quite so soft, an one time when he was alone I put it to him.

Joe, old man, I ses, you an mes been very good pals.

Ay, ay, ses he, suspicious like.

Joe, I whispers, whats yer little game?

Wodyermean? ses he, very short.

I mean the fits, ses I, looking at im very steady, Its no good looking hinnercent like that, cos I see yer chewing soap with my own eyes.

Soap, ses Joe, in a nasty sneering way, you wouldnt reckernise a piece if you saw it.

Arter that I could see there was nothing to be got out of im, an I just kept my eyes open and watched. The skipper didnt worry about his fits, cept that he said he wasnt to let the sarpint see his face when he was in em for fear of scaring it; an when the mate wanted to leave him out o the watch, he ses, No, he might as well have fits while at work as well as anywhere else.

We were about twenty-four hours from port, an the sarpint was still following us; and at six oclock in the evening the officers puffected all their arrangements for ketching the creetur at eight oclock next morning. To make quite sure of it an extra watch was kept on deck all night to chuck it food every half-hour; an when I turned in at ten oclock that night it was so close I could have reached it with a clothes-prop.

I think Id been abed about arf-an-hour when I was awoke by the most infernal row I ever heard. The foghorn was going incessantly, an there was a lot o shouting and running about on deck. It struck us all as ow the sarpint was gitting tired o bread, and was misbehaving himself, consequently we just shoved our eds out o the fore-scuttle and listened. All the hullaballoo seemed to be on the bridge, an as we didnt see the sarpint there we plucked up courage and went on deck.

Then we saw what had happened. Joe had ad another fit while at the wheel, and, NOT KNOWING WHAT HE WAS DOING, had clutched the line of the foghorn, and was holding on to it like grim death, and kicking right and left. The skipper was in his bedclothes, raving worse than Joe; and just as we got there Joe came round a bit, and, letting go o the line, asked in a faint voice what the foghorn was blowing for. I thought the skipper ud have killed him; but the second mate held him back, an, of course, when things quieted down a bit, an we went to the side, we found the sea-sarpint had vanished.

We stayed there all that night, but it warnt no use. When day broke there wasnt the slightest trace of it, an I think the men was as sorry to lose it as the officers. All cept Joe, that is, which shows how people should never be rude, even to the humblest; for Im sartin that if the skipper hadnt hurt his feelings the way he did we should now know as much about the sea-sarpint as we do about our own brothers.


MRS. BUNKERS CHAPERON

Matilda stood at the open door of a house attached to a wharf situated in that dreary district which bears the high-sounding name of St. Katharines.

Work was over for the day. A couple of unhorsed vans were pushed up the gangway by the side of the house, and the big gate was closed. The untidy office which occupied the ground-floor was deserted, except for a grey-bearded housemaid of sixty, who was sweeping it through with a broom, and indulging in a few sailorly oaths at the choking qualities of the dust he was raising.

The sound of advancing footsteps stopped at the gate, a small flap-door let in it flew open, and Matilda Bunkers open countenance took a pinkish hue, as a small man in jersey and blue coat, with a hard round hat exceeding high in the crown, stepped inside.

Good evening, Mrs. Bunker, maam, said he, coming slowly up to her.

Good evening, captain, said the lady, who was Mrs. only by virtue of her age and presence.

Fresh breeze, said the man in the high round hat. If this lasts well be in Ipswich in no time.

Mrs. Bunker assented.

Beautiful the river is at present, continued the captain. Everything growing splendid.

In the river? asked the mystified Mrs. Bunker.

On the banks, said the captain; the trees, by Sheppey, and all round there. Now, why dont you say the word, and come? Theres a cabin like a new pin ready for you to sit in  for cleanness, I mean  and every accommodation you could require. Sleep like a humming-top you will, if you come.

Humming-top? queried Mrs. Bunker archly.

Any top, said the captain. Come, make up your mind. We shant sail afore nine.

It dont look right, said the lady, who was sorely tempted. But the missus says I may go if I like, so Ill just go and get my box ready. Ill be down on the jetty at nine.

Ay, ay, said the skipper, smiling, me and Billll just have a snooze till then. So long.

So long, said Matilda.

So long, repeated the amorous skipper, and turning round to bestow another ardent glance upon the fair one at the door, crashed into the waggon.

The neighbouring clocks were just striking nine in a sort of yelping chorus to the heavy boom of Big Ben, which came floating down the river, as Mrs. Bunker and the night watchman, staggering under a load of luggage, slowly made their way on to the jetty. The barge, for such was the craft in question, was almost level with the planks, while the figures of two men darted to and fro in all the bustle of getting under way.

Bill, said the watchman, addressing the mate, bear a hand with this box, and be careful, its got the wedding clothes inside.

The watchman was so particularly pleased with this little joke that in place of giving the box to Bill he put it down and sat on it, shaking convulsively with his hand over his mouth, while the blushing Matilda and the discomfited captain strove in vain to appear unconcerned.

The packages were rather a tight squeeze for the cabin, but they managed to get them in, and the skipper, with a threatening look at his mate, who was exchanging glances of exquisite humour with the watchman, gave his hand to Mrs. Bunker and helped her aboard.

Welcome on the Sir Edmund Lyons, Mrs. Bunker, said he. Bill, kick that dawg back.

Stop! said Mrs. Bunker hastily, thats my chapperong.

Your what? said the skipper. Its a dawg, Mrs. Bunker, an I wont have no dawgs aboard my craft.

Bill, said Mrs. Bunker, fetch my box up again.

Leastways, the captain hastened to add, unless its any friend of yours, Mrs. Bunker.

Its chaperoning me, said Matilda; it wouldnt be proper for a lady to go a vyge with two men without somebody to look after her.

Thats right, Sam, said the watchman sententiously. You ought to know that at your age.

Why, were looking after her, said the simple-minded captain. Me an Bill.

Take care Bill dont cut you out, said the watchman in a hoarse whisper, distinctly audible to all. Hes younger nor what you are, Sam, an the wimmen are just crazy arter young men. Sides which, hes a finer man altogether. An youve had ONE wife aready, Sam.

Cast off! said the skipper impatiently. Cast off! Stand by there, Bill!

Ay, ay! said Bill, seizing a boat-hook, and the lines fell into the water with a splash as the barge was pushed out into the tide.

Mrs. Bunker experienced the usual trouble of landsmen aboard ship, and felt herself terribly in the way as the skipper divided his attentions between the tiller and helping Bill with the sail. Meantime the barge had bothered most of the traffic by laying across the river, and when the sail was hoisted had got under the lee of a huge warehouse and scarcely moved.

Well feel the breeze directly, said Captain Codd. Then youll see what she can do.

As he spoke, the barge began to slip through the water as a light breeze took her huge sail and carried her into the stream, where she fell into line with other craft who were just making a start.

At a pleasant pace, with wind and tide, the Sir Edmund Lyons proceeded on its way, her skipper cocking his eye aloft and along her decks to point out various beauties to his passenger which she might otherwise have overlooked. A comfortable supper was spread on the deck, and Mrs. Bunker began to think regretfully of the pleasure she had missed in taking up barge-sailing so late in life.

Greenwich, with its white-fronted hospital and background of trees, was passed. The air got sensibly cooler, and to Mrs. Bunker it seemed that the water was not only getting darker, but also lumpy, and she asked two or three times whether there was any danger.

The skipper laughed gaily, and diving down into the cabin fetched up a shawl, which he placed carefully round his fair companions shoulders. His right hand grasped the tiller, his left stole softly and carefully round her waist.

How enjoyable! said Mrs. Bunker, referring to the evening.

Glad you like it, said the skipper, who wasnt. Oh, how pleasant to go sailing down the river of life like this, everything quiet and peaceful, just driftin  

Ahoy! yelled the mate suddenly from the bows. Whos steering? Starbud your hellum.

The skipper started guiltily, and put his helm to starboard as another barge came up suddenly from the opposite direction and almost grazed them. There were two men on board, and the skipper blushed for their fluency as reflecting upon the order in general.

It was some little time before they could settle down again after this, but ultimately they got back in their old position, and the infatuated Codd was just about to wax sentimental again, when he felt something behind him. He turned with a start as a portly retriever inserted his head under his left arm, and slowly but vigorously forced himself between them; then he sat on his haunches and panted, while the disconcerted Codd strove to realise the humour of the position.

I think I shall go to bed now, said Mrs. Bunker, after the position had lasted long enough to be unendurable. If anything happens, a collision or anything, dont be afraid to let me know.

The skipper promised, and, shaking hands, bade his passenger good-night. She descended, somewhat clumsily, it is true, into the little cabin, and the skipper, sitting by the helm, which he lazily manoeuvred as required, smoked his short clay and fell into a lovers reverie.

So he sat and smoked until the barge, which had, by the help of the breeze, been making its way against the tide, began to realise that that good friend had almost dropped, and at the same time bethought itself of a small anchor which hung over the bows ready for emergencies such as these.

We must bring up, Bill, said the skipper.

Ay, ay! said Bill, sleepily raising himself from the hatchway. Over she goes.

With no more ceremony than this he dropped the anchor; the sail, with two strong men hauling on to it, creaked and rustled its way close to the mast, and the Sir Edmund Lyons was ready for sleep.

I can do with a nap, said Bill. Im dog-tired.

So am I, said the other. Itll be a tight fit down forard, but we couldnt ask a lady to sleep there.

Bill gave a non-committal grunt, and as the captain, after the manner of his kind, took a last look round before retiring, placed his hands on the hatch and lowered himself down. The next moment he came up with a wild yell, and, sitting on the deck, rolled up his trousers and fondled his leg.

Whats the matter? inquired the skipper.

That blessed dogs down there, thats all, said the injured Bill. Hes evidently mistook it for his kennel, and I dont wonder at it. I thought hed been wonderful quiet.

We must talk him over, said the skipper, advancing to the hatchway. Poor dog! Poor old chap! Come along, then! Come along! He patted his leg and whistled, and the dog, which wanted to get to sleep again, growled like a small thunderstorm.

Come on, old fellow! said the skipper enticingly. Come along, come on, then!

The dog came at last, and then the skipper, instead of staying to pat him, raced Bill up the ropes, while the brute, in execrable taste, paced up and down the deck daring them to come down. Coming to the conclusion, at last, that they were settled for the night, he returned to the forecastle and, after a warning bark or two, turned in again. Both men, after waiting a few minutes, cautiously regained the deck.

You call him up again, said Bill, seizing a boat-hook, and holding it at the charge.

Certainly not, said the other. I wont have no blood spilt aboard my ship.

Whos going to spill blood? asked the Jesuitical Bill; but if he likes to run hisself on to the boat-hook   

Put it down, said the skipper sternly, and Bill sullenly obeyed.

Well have to snooze on deck, said Codd.

And mind we dont snore, said the sarcastic Bill, cos the dog mightnt like it.

Without noticing this remark the captain stretched himself on the hatches, and Bill, after a few more grumbles, followed his example, and both men were soon asleep.

Day was breaking when they awoke and stretched their stiffened limbs, for the air was fresh, with a suspicion of moisture in it. Two or three small craft were, like them selves, riding at anchor, their decks wet and deserted; others were getting under way to take advantage of the tide, which had just turned.

Up with the anchor, said the skipper, seizing a handspike and thrusting it into the windlass.

As the rusty chain came in, an ominous growling came from below, and Bill snatched his handspike out and raised it aloft. The skipper gazed meditatively at the shore, and the dog, as it came bounding up, gazed meditatively at the handspike. Then it yawned, an easy, unconcerned yawn, and commenced to pace the deck, and coming to the conclusion that the men were only engaged in necessary work, regarded their efforts with a lenient eye, and barked encouragingly as they hoisted the sail.

It was a beautiful morning. The miniature river waves broke against the blunt bows of the barge, and passed by her sides rippling musically. Over the flat Essex marshes a white mist was slowly dispersing before the rays of the sun, and the trees on the Kentish hills were black and drenched with moisture.

A little later smoke issued from the tiny cowl over the focsle and rolled in a little pungent cloud to the Kentish shore. Then a delicious odour of frying steak rose from below, and fell like healing balm upon the susceptible nostrils of the skipper as he stood at the helm.

Is Mrs. Bunker getting up? inquired the mate, as he emerged from the focsle and walked aft.

I believe so, said the skipper. Theres movements below.

Cos the steaks ready and waiting, said the mate. Ive put it on a dish in front of the fire.

Ay, ay! said the skipper.

The mate lit his pipe and sat down on the hatchway, slowly smoking. He removed it a couple of minutes later, to stare in bewilderment at the unwonted behaviour of the dog, which came up to the captain and affectionately licked his hands.

Hes took quite a fancy to me, said the delighted man.

Love me love my dog, quoted Bill waggishly, as he strolled forward again.

The skipper was fondly punching the dog, which was now on its back with its four legs in the air, when he heard a terrible cry from the focsle, and the mate came rushing wildly on deck.

Wheres that   dog? he cried.

Dont you talk like that aboard my ship. Wheres your manners? cried the skipper hotly.

  the manners! said the mate, with tears in his eyes. Wheres that dogs manners? Hes eaten all that steak.

Before the other could reply, the scuttle over the cabin was drawn, and the radiant face of Mrs. Bunker appeared at the opening.

I can smell breakfast, she said archly.

No wonder, with that dog so close, said Bill grimly. Mrs. Bunker looked at the captain for an explanation.

Hes ate it, said that gentleman briefly. A pound and a arf o the best rump steak in Wapping.

Never mind, said Mrs. Bunker sweetly, cook some more. I can wait.

Cook some more, said the skipper to the mate, who still lingered.

Ill cook some bloaters. Thats all weve got now, replied the mate sulkily.

Its a lovely morning, said Mrs. Bunker, as the mate retired, the air is so fresh. I expect thats what has made Rover so hungry. He isnt a greedy dog. Not at all.

Very likely, said Codd, as the dog rose, and, after sniffing the air, gently wagged his tail and trotted forward. Where she off to now?

He can smell the bloaters, I expect, said Mrs. Bunker, laughing. Its wonderful what intelligence hes got. Come here, Rover!

Bill! cried the skipper warningly, as the dog continued on his way. Look out! Hes coming!

Call him off! yelled the mate anxiously. Call him off!

Mrs. Bunker ran up, and, seizing her chaperon by the collar, hauled him away.

Its the sea air, said she apologetically; and hes been on short commons lately, because hes not been well. Keep still, Rover!

Keep still, Rover! said the skipper, with an air of command.

Under this joint control the dog sat down, his tongue lolling out, and his eyes fixed on the focsle until the breakfast was spread. The appearance of the mate with a dish of steaming fish excited him again, and being chidden by his mistress, he sat down sulkily in the skippers place, until pushed off by its indignant owner.

Soft roe, Bill? inquired the skipper courteously, after he had served his passenger.

Thats not my plate, said the mate pointedly, as the skipper helped him.

Oh! I wasnt noticing, said the other, reddening.

I was, though, said the mate rudely. I thought youd do that. I was waiting for it. Im not going to eat after animals, if you are.

The skipper coughed, and, after effecting the desired exchange, proceeded with his breakfast in sombre silence.

The barge was slipping at an easy pace through the water, the sun was bright, and the air cool, and everything pleasant and comfortable, until the chaperon, who had been repeatedly pushed away, broke through the charmed circle which surrounded the food and seized a fish. In the confusion which ensued he fell foul of the tea-kettle, and, dropping his prey, bit the skipper frantically, until driven off by his mistress.

Naughty boy! said she, giving him a few slight cuffs. Has he hurt you? I must get a bandage for you.

A little, said Codd, looking at his hand, which was bleeding profusely. Theres a little linen in the locker down below, if you wouldnt mind tearing it up for me.

Mrs. Bunker, giving the dog a final slap, went below, and the two men looked at each other and then at the dog, which was standing at the stern, barking insultingly at a passing steamer.

Its about time she came over, said the mate, throwing a glance at the sail, then at the skipper, then at the dog.

So it is, said the skipper, through his set teeth.

As he spoke he pushed the long tiller hastily from port to starboard, and the dog finished his bark in the water; the huge sail reeled for a moment, then swung violently over to the other side, and the barge was on a fresh tack, with the dog twenty yards astern. He was wise in his generation, and after one look at the barge, made for the distant shore.

Murderers! screamed a voice; murderers! youve killed my dog.

It was an accident; I didnt see him, stammered the skipper.

Dont tell me, stormed the lady; I saw it all through the skylight.

We had to shift the helm to get out of the way of a schooner, said Codd.

Wheres the schooner? demanded Mrs. Bunker; where is it?

The captain looked at the mate. Wheres the schooner? said he.

I bleeve, said the mate, losing his head entirely at this question, I bleeve we must have run her down. I dont see her nowhere about.

Mrs. Bunker stamped her foot, and, with a terrible glance at the men, descended to the cabin. From this coign of vantage she obstinately refused to budge, and sat in angry seclusion until the vessel reached Ipswich late in the evening. Then she appeared on deck, dressed for walking, and, utterly ignoring the woebegone Codd, stepped ashore, and, obtaining a cab for her boxes, drove silently away.

An hour afterwards the mate went to his home, leaving the captain sitting on the lonely deck striving to realise the bitter fact that, so far as the end he had in view was concerned, he had seen the last of Mrs. Bunker and the small but happy home in which he had hoped to install her.


A HARBOUR OF REFUGE

A watermans boat was lying in the river just below Greenwich, the waterman resting on his oars, while his fare, a small, perturbed-looking man in seamans attire, gazed expectantly up the river.

There she is! he cried suddenly, as a small schooner came into view from behind a big steamer. Take me alongside.

Nice little thing she is too, said the waterman, watching the other out of the corner of his eye as he bent to his oars. Rides the water like a duck. Her capn knows a thing or two, Ill bet.

He knows watermens fares, replied the passenger coldly.

Look out there! cried a voice from the schooner, and the mate threw a line which the passenger skilfully caught.

The waterman ceased rowing, and, as his boat came alongside the schooner, held out his hand to his passenger, who had already commenced to scramble up the side, and demanded his fare. It was handed down to him.

Its all right, then, said the fare, as he stood on the deck and closed his eyes to the painful language in which the waterman was addressing him. Nobody been inquiring for me?

Not a soul, said the mate. Whats all the row about?

Well, you see, its this way, said the master of the Frolic, dropping his voice. Ive been taking a little too much notice of a little craft down Battersea way  nice little thing, an she thought I was a single man, dye see?

The mate sucked his teeth.

She introduced me to her brother as a single man, continued the skipper. He asked me when the banns was to be put up, an I didnt like to tell him I was a married man with a family.

Why not? asked the mate.

Hes a prize-fighter, said the other, in awe-inspiring tones; the Battersea Bruiser. Consequently when he clapped me on the back, and asked me when the banns was to be, I only smiled.

What did he do? inquired the mate, who was becoming interested.

Put em up, groaned the skipper, an we all went to church to hear em. Talk o people walking over your grave, George, its nothing to what I felt  nothing. I felt a hypocrite, almost. Somehow he found out about me, and Ive been hiding ever since I sent you that note. He told a pal he was going to give me a licking, and come down to Fairhaven with us and make mischief between me and the missis.

That ud be worse than the licking, said the mate sagely.

Ah! and shed believe him afore she would me, too, an weve been married seventeen years, said the skipper mournfully.

Perhaps thats  began the mate, and stopped suddenly.

Perhaps what? inquired the other, after waiting a reasonable time for him to finish.

Hm, I forgot what I was going to say, said the mate. Funny, its gone now. Well, youre all right now. Youd intended this to be the last trip to London for some time.

Yes, thats what made me a bit more loving than I should ha been, mused the skipper. However, alls well that ends well. How did you get on about the cook? Did you ship one?

Yes, Ive got one, but hes only signed as far as Fairhaven, replied the mate. Fine strong chap he is. Hes too good for a cook. I never saw a better built man in my life. Itll do your eyes good to look at him. Here, cook!

At the summons a huge, close-cropped head was thrust out of the galley, and a man of beautiful muscular development stepped out before the eyes of the paralyzed skipper, and began to remove his coat.

Aint he a fine chap? said the mate admiringly. Show him your biceps, cook.

With a leer at the captain the cook complied. He then doubled his fists, and, ducking his head scientifically, danced all round the stupefied master of the Frolic.

Put your dooks up, he cried warningly. Im going to dot you!

What the deuce are you up to, cook? demanded the mate, who had been watching his proceedings in speechless amazement.

Cook! said the person addressed, with majestic scorn. Im no cook; Im Bill Simmons, the Battersea Bruiser, an I shipped on this ere little tub all for your dear captins sake. Im going to put sich a ed on im that when he wants to blow his nose hell have to get a looking-glass to see where to go to. Im going to give im a licking every day, and when we get to Fairhaven Im going to foller im ome and tell his wife about im walking out with my sister.

She walked me out, said the skipper, with dry lips.

Put em up, vociferated the Bruiser.

Dont you touch me, my lad, said the skipper, dodging behind the wheel. Go an see about your work  go an peel the taters.

Wot! roared the Bruiser.

Youve shipped as cook aboard my craft, said the skipper impressively. If you lay a finger on me its mutiny, and youll get twelve months.

Thats right, said the mate, as the pugilist (who had once had fourteen days for bruising, and still held it in wholesome remembrance) paused irresolute. Its mutiny, and itll also be my painful duty to get up the shotgun and blow the top of your ugly ed off.

Would it be mutiny if I was to dot YOU one? inquired the Bruiser, in a voice husky with emotion, as he sidled up to the mate.

It would, said the other hastily.

Well, youre a nice lot, said the disgusted Bruiser, you and your mutinies. Will any one of you have a go at me?

There was no response from the crew, who had gathered round, and were watching the proceedings with keen enjoyment.

Or all of yer? asked the Bruiser, raising his eyebrows.

Ive got no quarrel with you, my lad, the boy remarked with dignity, as he caught the new cooks eye.

Go and cook the dinner, said the skipper; and look sharp about it. I dont want to have to find fault with a young beginner like you; but I dont have no shirkers aboard  understand that.

For one moment of terrible suspense the skippers life hung in the balance, then the Bruiser, restraining his natural instincts by a mighty effort, retreated, growling, to the galley.

The skippers breath came more freely.

He dont know your address, I spose, said the mate.

No, but hell soon find it out when we get ashore, replied the other dolefully. When I think that Ive got to take that brute to my home to make mischief I feel tempted to chuck him overboard almost.

It is a temptation, agreed the mate loyally, closing his eyes to his chiefs physical deficiencies. Ill pass the word to the crew not to let him know your address, anyhow.

The morning passed quietly, the skipper striving to look unconcerned as the new cook grimly brought the dinner down to the cabin and set it before him. After toying with it a little while, the master of the Frolic dined off buttered biscuit.

It was a matter of much discomfort to the crew that the new cook took his duties very seriously, and prided himself on his cooking. He was, moreover, disposed to be inconveniently punctilious about the way in which his efforts were regarded. For the first day the crew ate in silence, but at dinner-time on the second the storm broke.

What are yer looking at your vittles like that for? inquired the Bruiser of Sam Dowse, as that able-bodied seaman sat with his plate in his lap, eyeing it with much disfavour. That aint the way to look at your food, after Ive been perspiring away all the morning cooking it.

Yes, youve cooked yourself instead of the meat, said Sam warmly. Its a shame to spoil good food like that; its quite raw.

You eat it! said the Bruiser fiercely; thats wot youve go to do. Eat it!

For sole answer the indignant Sam threw a piece at him, and the rest of the crew, snatching up their dinners, hurriedly clambered into their bunks and viewed the fray from a safe distance.

Have you ad enough? inquired the Bruiser, addressing the head of Sam, which protruded from beneath his left arm.

I ave, said Sam surlily.

And you wont turn up your nose at good vittles any more? inquired the Bruiser severely.

I wont turn it up at anything, said Sam earnestly, as he tenderly felt the member in question.

Youre the only one as as complained, said the Bruiser. Youre dainty, thats wot you are. Look at the others  look how theyre eating theirs!

At this hint the others came out of their bunks and fell to, and the Bruiser became affable.

Its wonderful wot I can turn my and to, he remarked pleasantly. Things come natural to me that other men have to learn. You d better put a bit of raw beef on that eye o yours, Sam.

The thoughtless Sam clapped on a piece from his plate, and it was only by the active intercession of the rest of the crew that the sensitive cook was prevented from inflicting more punishment.

From this time forth the Bruiser ruled the roost, and, his temper soured by his trials, ruled it with a rod of iron. The crew, with the exception of Dowse, were small men getting into years, and quite unable to cope with him. His attitude with the skipper was dangerously deferential, and the latter was sorely perplexed to think of a way out of the mess in which he found himself.

He means business, George, he said one day to the mate, as he saw the Bruiser watching him intently from the galley.

He looks at you worse an worse, was the mates cheering reply. The cookings spoiling what little temper hes got left as fast as possible.

Its the scandal Im thinking of, groaned the skipper; all becos I like to be a bit pleasant to people.

You mustnt look at the black side o things, said the mate; perhaps you wont want to need to worry about that after hes hit you. Id sooner be kicked by a horse myself. He was telling them down forard the other night that he killed a chap once.

The skipper turned green. He ought to have been hung for it, he said vehemently. I wonder what juries think theyre for in this country. If Id been on the jury Id ha had my way, if theyd starved me for a month!

Look here! said the mate suddenly; Ive got an idea. You go down below and Ill call him up and start rating him. When Im in the thick of it you come and stick up for him.

George, said the skipper, with glistening eyes, youre a wonder. Lay it on thick, and if he hits you Ill make it up to you in some way.

He went below, and the mate, after waiting for some time, leaned over the wheel and shouted for the cook.

What do you want? growled the Bruiser, as he thrust a visage all red and streaky with his work from the galley.

Why the devil dont you wash them saucepans up? demanded the mate, pointing to a row which stood on the deck. Do you think we shipped you becos we wanted a broken-nosed, tenth-rate prize-fighter to look at?

Tenth-rate! roared the Bruiser, coming out on to the deck.

Dont you roar at your officer, said the mate sternly. Your manners is worse than your cooking. Youd better stay with us a few trips to improve em.

The Bruiser turned purple, and shivered with impotent wrath.

We get a parcel o pot-house loafers aboard here, continued the mate, airily addressing the atmosphere, and, blank my eyes! if they dont think theyre here to be waited on. Youll want me to wash your face for you next, and do all your other dirty work, you

George! said a sad, reproving voice.

The mate started dramatically as the skipper appeared at the companion, and stopped abruptly.

For shame, George! said the skipper. I never expected to hear you talk to anybody like that, especially to my friend Mr. Simmons.

Your WOT? demanded the friend hotly.

My friend, repeated the other gently; and as to tenth-rate prize-fighters, George, the Battersea Bruiser might be champion of England, if hed only take the trouble to train.

Oh, youre always sticking up for him, said the artful mate.

He deserves it, said the skipper warmly. Hes always run straight, as Bill Simmons, and when I hear im being talked at like that, it makes me go ot all over.

Dont you take the trouble to go ot all over on my account, said the Bruiser politely.

I cant help my feelings, Bill, said the skipper softly.

And dont you call me Bill, roared the Bruiser with sudden ferocity. Dye think I mind what you and your little tinpot crew say. You wait till we get ashore, my friend, and the mate too. Both of you wait!

He turned his back on them and walked off to the galley, from which, with a view of giving them an object-lesson of an entertaining kind, he presently emerged with a small sack of potatoes, which he slung from the boom and used as a punching ball, dealing blows which made the master of the Frolic sick with apprehension.

Its no good, he said to the mate; kindness is thrown away on that man.

Well, if he hits one, hes got to hit the lot, said the mate. Well all stand by you.

I cant always have the crew follering me about, said the skipper dejectedly. No, hell wait his opportunity, and, after hes broke my head, hell go ome and break up my wifes art.

She wont break er art, said the mate confidently. She and youll have a rough time of it; praps it would be better for you if she did break it a bit, but shes not that sort of woman. Well, those of us as live longestll see the most.

For the remainder of that day the cook maintained a sort of unnatural calm. The Frolic rose and fell on the seas like a cork, and the Bruiser took short unpremeditated little runs about the deck, which aggravated him exceedingly. Between the runs he folded his arms on the side, and languidly cursed the sea and all that belonged to it; and finally, having lost all desire for food himself, went below and turned in.

He stayed in his bunk the whole of the next day and night, awaking early the following morning to the pleasant fact that the motion had ceased, and that the sides and floor of the focsle were in the places where people of regular habits would expect to find them. The other bunks were empty, and, after a toilet hastened by a yearning for nourishment, he ran up on deck.

Day had just broken, and he found to his surprise that the voyage was over, and the schooner in a small harbour, lying alongside a stone quay. A few unloaded trucks stood on a railway line which ran from the harbour to the town clustered behind it, but there was no sign of work or life; the good people of the place evidently being comfortably in their beds, and in no hurry to quit them.

The Bruiser, with a happy smile on his face, surveyed the scene, sniffing with joy the smell of the land as it came fresh and sweet from the hills at the back of the town. There was only one thing wanting to complete his happiness  the skipper.

Wheres the capn? he demanded of Dowse, who was methodically coiling a line.

Just gone ome, replied Dowse shortly.

In a great hurry the Bruiser sprang on to the side and stepped ashore, glancing keenly in every direction for his prey. There was no sign of it, and he ran a little way up the road until he saw the approaching figure of a man, from whom he hoped to obtain information. Then, happening to look back, he saw the masts of the schooner gliding by the quay, and, retracing his steps a little, perceived, to his intense surprise, the figure of the skipper standing by the wheel.

Ta, ta, cookie! cried the skipper cheerily.

Angry and puzzled the Bruiser ran back to the edge of the quay, and stood owlishly regarding the schooner and the grinning faces of its crew as they hoisted the sails and slowly swung around with their bow pointing to the sea.

Well, they aint making a long stay, old man, said a voice at his elbow, as the man for whom he had been waiting came up. Why, they only came in ten minutes ago. What did they come in for, do you know?

They belong here, said the Bruiser; but me and the skippers had words, and Im waiting for im.

That craft dont belong here, said the stranger, as he eyed the receding Frolic.

Yes, it does, said the Bruiser.

I tell you it dont, said the other. I ought to know.

Look here, my friend, said the Bruiser grimly, dont contradict me. Thats the Frolic of Fairhaven.

Very likely, said the man. I dont know where shes from, but shes not from here.

Why, said the Bruiser, and his voice shook, aint this Fairhaven?

Lord love you, no! said the stranger; not by a couple o hundred miles it aint. Wot put that idea into your silly fat head?

The frantic Bruiser raised his fist at the description, but at that moment the crew of the Frolic, which was just getting clear of the harbour, hung over the stern and gave three hearty cheers. The stranger was of a friendly and excitable disposition, and, his evil star being in the ascendant that morning, he took off his hat and cheered wildly back. Immediately afterwards he obtained unasked the post of whipping-boy to the master of the Frolic, and entered upon his new duties at once.
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SMOKED SKIPPER

Wapping Old Stairs? said the rough individual! shouldering the brand-new sea-chest, and starting off at a trot with it; yus, I know the place, captin. Fust vyge, sir?

Ay, ay, my hearty, replied the owner of the chest, a small, ill-looking lad of fourteen. Not so fast with those timbers of yours. Dye hear?

All right, sir, said the man, and, slackening his pace, twisted his head round to take stock of his companion.

This aint your fust vyge, captin, he said admiringly; dont tell me. I could twig that directly I see you. Ho, whats the use o trying to come it over a poorard-working man like that?

I dont think theres much about the sea I dont know, said the boy in a satisfied voice. Starboard, starboard your helium a bit.

The man obeying promptly, they went the remainder of the distance in this fashion, to the great inconvenience of people coming from the other direction.

And a cheap arf-crowns worth, too, captin, said the man, as he thoughtfully put the chest down at the head of the stairs and sat on it pending payment.

I want to go off to the Susan Jane, said the boy, turning to a waterman who was sitting in his boat, holding on to the side of the steps with his hand.

All right, said the man, give us a hold o your box.

Put it aboard, said the boy to the other man.

A right, captin, said the man, with a cheerful smile, but Ill ave my arf-crown fust if you dont mind.

But you said sixpence at the station, said the boy.

Two an sixpence, captin, said the man, still smiling, but Im a bit usky, an praps you didnt hear the two arf a crowns the regler price. We aint allowed to do it under.

Well, I wont tell anybody, said the boy.

Give the man is arf-crown, said the waterman, with sudden heat; thats is price, and my fares eighteen pence.

All right, said the boy readily; cheap too. I didnt know the price, thats all. But I cant pay either of you till I get aboard. Ive only got sixpence. Ill tell the captain to give you the rest.

Tell oo, demanded the light porter, with some violence.

The captain, said the boy.

Look ere, you give me that arf-crown, said the other, else Ill chuck your box overboard, an you after it.

Wait a minute, then, said the boy, darting away up the narrow alley which led to the stairs, Ill go and get change.

Es goin to change arf a suvren, or praps a suvren, said the waterman; youd better make it five bob, matey.

Ah, an you make yours more, said the light-porter cordially. Well, Im  Well of all the  

Get off that box, said the big policeman who had come back with the boy. Take your sixpence an go. If I catch you down this way again  

He finished the sentence by taking the fellow by the scruff of the neck and giving him a violent push as he passed him.

Watermans fare is threepence, he said to the boy, as the man in the boat, with an utterly expressionless face, took the chest from him. Ill stay here till he has put you aboard.

The boy took his seat, and the waterman, breathing hard, pulled out towards the vessels in the tier. He looked at the boy and then at the figure on the steps, and, apparently suppressing a strong inclination to speak, spat violently over the side.

Fine big chap, aint he? said the boy.

The waterman, affecting not to hear, looked over his shoulder, and pulled strongly with his left towards a small schooner, from the deck of which a couple of men were watching the small figure in the boat.

Thats the boy I was going to tell you about, said the skipper, and remember this ere ships a pirate.

Its got a lot o pirates aboard of it, said the mate fiercely, as he turned and regarded the crew, a set o lazy, loafing, idle, worthless  

Its for the boys sake, interrupted the skipper.

Whered you pick him up? inquired the other.

Hes the son of a friend o mine what Ive brought aboard to oblige, replied the skipper. Hes got a fancy for being a pirate, so just to oblige his father I told him we was a pirate. He wouldnt have come if I hadnt.

Ill pirate him, said the mate, rubbing his hands.

Hes a dreadful andful by all accounts, continued the other; got his ed stuffed full o these ere penny dreadfuls till theyve turned his brain almost. He started by being an Indian, and goin off on is own with two other kids. When he wanted to turn cannibal the other two objected and gave im in charge. After that he did a bit o burgling, and it cost is old man no end o money to hush it up.

Well, what did you want him for? grumbled the mate.

Im goin to knock the nonsense out of him, said the skipper softly, as the boat grazed the side. Just step forard and let the hands know whats expected of em. When we get to sea it wont matter.

The mate moved off grumbling, as the small fare stood on the thwarts and scrambled up over the side. The waterman passed up the chest and, dropping the coppers into his pocket, pushed off again without a word.

Well, youve got here all right, Ralph? said the skipper. What do you think of her?

Shes a rakish-looking craft, said the boy, looking round the dingy old tub with much satisfaction; but wheres your arms?

Hush! said the skipper, and laid his finger on his nose.

Oh, all right, said the youth testily, but you might tell me.

You shall know all in good time, said the skipper patiently, turning to the crew, who came shuffling up, masking broad grins with dirty palms.

Heres a new shipmate for you, my lads. Hes small, but hes the right stuff. The newcomer drew himself up, and regarded the crew with some dissatisfaction. For desperadoes they looked far too good-tempered and prone to levity.

Whats the matter with you, Jem Smithers? inquired the skipper, scowling at a huge fair-haired man, who was laughing discordantly.

I was thinkin o the last party I killed, sir, said Jem, with sudden gravity. I allers laugh when I think ow he squealed.

You laugh too much, said the other sternly, as he laid a hand on Ralphs shoulder. Take a lesson from this fine fellow; he dont laugh. He acts. Take im down below an show him is bunk.

Will you please to follow me, sir? said Smithers, leading the way below. I dessay youll find it a bit stuffy, but thats owing to Bill Dobbs. A regler old sea-dog is Bill, always sleeps in is clothes and never washes.

I dont think the worse of him for that, said Ralph, regarding the fermenting Dobbs kindly.

Youd best keep a civil tongue in your ed, my lad, said Dobbs shortly.

Never mind im, said Smithers cheerfully; nobody takes any notice o old Dobbs. You can it im if you like. I wont let him hurt you.

I dont want to start by quarreling, said Ralph seriously.

Youre afraid, said Jem tauntingly; youll never make one of us. It im; I wont let him hurt you.

Thus aroused, the boy, first directing Dobbs attention to his stomach by a curious duck of his head, much admired as a feint in his neighborhood, struck him in the face. The next moment the forecastle was in an uproar and Ralph prostrate on Dobbs knees, frantically reminding Jem of his promise.

All right, I wont let him urt you, said Jem consolingly.

But he is hurting me, yelled the boy. Hes hurting me now.

Well, wait till I get im ashore, said Jem, his old woman wont know him when Ive done with him.

The boys reply to this was a torrent of shrill abuse, principally directed to Jems facial short-comings.

Now dont get rude, said the seaman, grinning.

Squint eyes, cried Ralph fiercely.

When youve done with that ere young gentleman, Dobbs, said Jem, with exquisite politeness. I should like to ave im for a little bit to teach im manners.

E dont want to go, said Dobbs, grinning as Ralph clung to him. He knows whos kind to him.

Wait till I get a chance at you, sobbed Ralph, as Jem took him away from Dobbs.

Lord lumme, said Jem, regarding him in astonishment. Why, hes actooaly cryin. Ive seen a good many pirates in my time, Bill, but this is a new sort.

Leave the boy alone, said the cook, a fat, good-natured man. Here, come ere, old man. They dont mean no arm.

Glad to escape, Ralph made his way over to the cook, grinding his teeth with shame as that worthy took him between his knees and mopped his eyes with something which he called a handkerchief.

Youll be all right, he said kindly. Youll be as good a pirate as any of us before youve finished.

Wait till the first engagement, thats all, sobbed the boy. If somebody dont get shot in the back it wont be my fault.

The two seamen looked at each other. Thats wot hurt my and then, said Dobbs slowly. I thought it was a jack-knife.

He reached over, and unceremoniously grabbing the boy by the collar, pulled him towards him, and drew a small, cheap revolver from his pocket. Look at that, Jem.

Take your fingers orf the blessed trigger and then I will, said the other, somewhat sourly.

Ill pitch it overboard, said Dobbs.

Dont be a fool, Bill, said Smithers, pocket-ing it, thats worth a few pints o anybodys money. Stand out o the way, Bill, the Pirit King wants to go on deck.

Bill moved aside as the boy went to the ladder, and, allowing him to get up four or five steps, did the rest for him with his shoulder. The boy reached the deck on all fours, and, regaining a more dignified position as soon as possible, went and leaned over the side, regarding with lofty contempt the busy drudges on wharf and river.

They sailed at midnight and brought up in the early dawn in Longreach, where a lighter loaded with barrels came alongside, and the boy smelt romance and mystery when he learnt that they contained powder. They took in ten tons, the lighter drifted away, the hatches were put on, and they started once more.

It was his first voyage, and he regarded with eager interest the craft passing up and down. He had made his peace with the seamen, and they regaled him with blood-curdling stories of their adventures in the vain hope of horrifying him.

Es a beastly little rascal, thats wot e is, said the indignant Bill, who had surprised himself by his powers of narration; fancy larfin when I told im of pitchin the baby to the sharks.

Es all right, Bill, said the cook softly. Wait till youve got seven of em.

What are you doing here, boy? demanded the skipper, as Ralph, finding the seamens yarns somewhat lacking in interest, strolled aft with his hands in his pockets.

Nothing, said the boy, staring.

Keep the other end o the ship, said the skipper sharply, an go an elp the cook with the taters.

Ralph hesitated, but a grin on the mates face decided him.

I didnt come here to peel potatoes, he said, loftily.

Oh, indeed, said the skipper politely; an wot might you ave come for, if it aint being too inquisitive?

To fight the enemy, said Ralph shortly.

Come ere, said the skipper.

The boy came slowly towards him.

Now look ere, said the skipper, Im going to try and knock a little sense into that stupid ed o yours. Ive eard all about your silly little games ashore. Your father said he couldnt manage you, so Im goin to have a try, and youll find Im a very different sort o man to deal with to wot e is. The idea o thinking this ship was a pirate. Why, a boy your age ought to know there aint such things nowadays.

You told me you was, said the boy hotly, else I wouldnt have come.

Thats just why I told you, said the skipper.

But I didnt think youd be such a fool as to believe it. Pirates, indeed! Do we look like pirates?

You dont, said the boy with a sneer; you look more like  

Like wot? asked the skipper, edging closer to him. Eh, like wot?

I forget the word, said Ralph, with strong good sense.

Dont tell any lies now, said the skipper, flushing, as he heard a chuckle from the mate. Go on, out with it. Ill give you just two minutes.

I forget it, persisted Ralph.

Dustman? suggested the mate, coming to his assistance. Coster, chimbley-sweep, mudlark, pickpocket, convict washer-wom  

If youll look after your dooty, George, instead o interferin in matters that dont concern you, said the skipper in a choking voice, I shall be obliged. Now, then, you boy, what were you going to say I was like?

Like the mate, said Ralph slowly.

Dont tell lies, said the skipper furiously; you couldnt ave forgot that word.

I didnt forget it, said Ralph, but I didnt know how youd like it.

The skipper looked at him dubiously, and pushing his cap from his brow scratched his head.

And I didnt know how the mate ud like it, either, continued the boy.

He relieved the skipper from an awkward dilemma by walking off to the galley and starting on a bowl of potatoes. The master of the Susan Jane watched him blankly for some time and then looked round at the mate.

You wont get much change out of im, said the latter, with a nod; insultin little devil.

The other made no reply, but as soon as the potatoes were finished set his young friend to clean brass work, and after that to tidy the cabin up and help the cook clean his pots and pans. Meantime the mate went below and overhauled his chest.

This is where he gets all them ideas from, he said, coming aft with a big bundle of penny papers. Look at the titles of em The Lion of the Pacific, The One-armed Buccaneer, Captain Kidds Last Voyage.

He sat down on the cabin skylight and began turning them over, and, picking out certain gems of phraseology, read them aloud to the skipper. The latter listened at first with scorn and then with impatience.

I cant make head or tail out of what youre reading, George, he said snappishly. Who was Rudolph? Read straight ahead.

Thus urged, the mate, leaning forward so that his listener might hear better, read steadily through a serial in the first three numbers. The third instalment left Rudolph swimming in a race with three sharks and a boat-load of cannibals; and the joint efforts of both men failed to discover the other numbers.

Just wot I should ave expected of im, said the skipper, as the mate returned from a fruitless search in the boys chest. Ill make him a bit more orderly on this ship. Go an lock them other things up in your drawer, George. Hes not to ave em again.

The schooner was getting into open water now, and began to feel it. In front of them was the blue sea, dotted with white sails and funnels belching smoke, speeding from England to worlds of romance and adventure. Something of the kind the cook said to Ralph, and urged him to get up and look for himself. He also, with the best intentions, discussed the restorative properties of fat pork from a medical point of view.

The next few days the boy divided between seasickness and work, the latter being the skippers great remedy for piratical yearnings. Three or four times he received a mild drubbing, and what was worse than the drubbing, had to give an answer in the affirmative to the skippers inquiry as to whether he felt in a more wholesome frame of mind. On the fifth morning they stood in towards Fairhaven, and to his great joy he saw treess and houses again.

They stayed at Fairhaven just long enough to put out a small portion of their cargo. Ralph, stripped to his shirt and trousers, having to work in the hold with the rest, and proceeded to Lowport, a little place some thirty miles distant, to put out their powder.

It was evening before they arrived, and, the tide being out, anchored in the mouth of the river on which the town stands.

Git in about four oclock, said the skipper to the mate, as he looked over the side towards the little cluster of houses on the shore. Do you feel better now Ive knocked some o that nonsense out o you, boy?

Much better, sir, said Ralph respectfully.

Be a good boy, said the skipper, pausing on the companion-ladder, and you can stay with us if you like. Better turn in now, as youll have to make yourself useful again in the morning working out the cargo.

He went below, leaving the boy on deck. The crew were in the forecastle smoking, with the exception of the cook, who was in the galley over a little private business of his own.

An hour later the cook went below to prepare for sleep. The other two men were already in bed, and he was about to get into his when he noticed that Ralphs bunk, which was under his own, was empty. He went upon deck and looked round, and returning below, scratched his nose in thought.

Wheres the boy? he demanded, taking Jem by the arm and shaking him.

Eh? said Jem, rousing, Whose boy?

Our boy, Ralph, said the cook. I cant see im nowhere, I ope e aint gone overboard, poor little chap.

Jem refusing to discuss the matter, the cook awoke Dobbs. Dobbs swore at him peacefully, and resumed his slumbers. The cook went up again and prowled round the deck, looking in all sorts of unlikely places for the boy. He even climbed a little way into the rigging, and, finding no traces of him, was reluctantly forced to the conclusion that he had gone overboard.

Pore little chap, he said solemnly, looking over the ships side at the still waters.

He walked slowly aft, shaking his head, and looking over the stern, brought up suddenly with a cry of dismay and rubbed his eyes. The ships boat had also disappeared.

Wot? said the two seamen as he ran below and communicated the news. Well, if its gorn, its gorn.

Hadnt I better go an tell the skipper? said the cook.

Let im find it out isself, said Jem purring contentedly in the blankets, Its is boat. Gonight.

Time we ad a noo un too, said Dobbs, yawning. Dont you worry your ed, cook, about what dont consarn you.

The cook took the advice, and, having made his few simple preparations for the night, blew out the lamp and sprang into his bunk. Then he uttered a sharp exclamation, and getting out again fumbled for the matches and relit the lamp. A minute later he awoke his exasperated friends for the third time.

Selp me, cook, began Jem fiercely.

If you dont I will, said Dobbs, sitting up and trying to reach the cook with his clenched fist.

Its a letter pinned to my pillow, said the cook in trembling tones, as he held it to the lamp.

Well, we dont want to ear it, said Jem. Shut up, dye hear?

But there was that in the cooks manner which awed him.

Dear cook, he read feverishly, I have made an infernal machine with clock-work, and hid it in the hold near the gunpowder when we were at Fairhaven. I think it will go off between ten and eleven to-night, but I am not quite sure about the time. Dont tell those other beasts, but jump overboard and swim ashore. I have taken the boat. I would have taken you too, but you told me you swam seven miles once, so you can eas  

The reading came to an abrupt termination as his listeners sprang out of their bunks, and bolting on deck, burst wildly into the cabin, and breathlessly reeled off the heads of the letter to its astonished occupants.

Stuck a wot in the hold? gasped the skipper.

Infernal machine, said the mate; one of them things wot you blow up the Ouses of Parliament with.

Wots the time now? interrogated Jem anxiously.

Bout ha-past ten, said the cook trembling. Lets give em a hail ashore.

They leaned over the side, and sent a mighty shout across the water. Most of Lowport had gone to bed, but the windows in the inn were bright, and lights showed in the upper windows of two or three of the cottages.

Again they shouted in deafening chorus, casting fearful looks behind them, and in the silence a faint answering hail came from the shore. They shouted again like madmen, and then listening intently heard a boats keel grate on the beach, and then the welcome click of oars in the rowlocks.

Make haste, bawled Dobbs vociferously, as the boat came creeping out of the darkness. Wy dont you make aste?

Wots the row? cried a voice from the boat.

Gunpowder! yelled the cook frantically: theres ten tons of it aboard just going to explode. Hurry up.

The sound of the oars ceased and a startled murmur was heard from the boat; then an oar was pulled jerkily.

Theyre putting back, said Jem suddenly. Im going to swim for it. Stand by to pick me up, mates, he shouted, and lowering himself with a splash into the water struck out strongly towards them. Dobbs, a poor swimmer, after a moments hesitation, followed his example.

I cant swim a stroke, cried the cook, his teeth chattering.

The others, who were in the same predicament, leaned over the side, listening. The swimmers were invisible in the darkness, but their progress was easily followed by the noise they made. Jem was the first to be hauled on board, and a minute or two later the listeners on the schooner heard him assisting Dobbs. Then the sounds of strife, of thumps, and wicked words broke on their delighted ears.

Theyre coming back for us, said the mate, taking a deep breath. Well done, Jem.

The boat came towards them, impelled by powerful strokes, and was soon alongside. The three men tumbled in hurriedly, their fall being modified by the original crew, who were lying crouched up in the bottom of the boat. Jem and Dobbs gave way with hearty goodwill, and the doomed ship receded into the darkness. A little knot of people had gathered on the shore, and, receiving the tidings, became anxious for the safety of their town. It was felt that the windows, at least, were in imminent peril, and messengers were hastily sent round to have them opened.

Still the deserted Susan Jane made no sign. Twelve oclock struck from the little church at the back of the town, and she was still intact.

Somethings gone wrong, said an old fisherman with a bad way of putting things. Nows the time for somebody to go and tow her out to sea.

There was no response.

To save Lowport, said the speaker feelingly. If I was only twenty years younger  

Its old mens work, said a voice.

The skipper, straining his eyes through the gloom in the direction of his craft, said nothing. He began to think that she had escaped after all.

Two oclock struck and the crowd began to disperse. Some of the bolder inhabitants who were fidgety about draughts closed their windows, and children who had been routed out of their beds to take a nocturnal walk inland were led slowly back, By three oclock the danger was felt to be over, and day broke and revealed the forlorn Susan Jane still riding at anchor.

Im going aboard, said the skipper suddenly; whos coming with me?

Jem and the mate and the town-policeman volunteered, and, borrowing the boat which had served them before, pulled swiftly out to their vessel and, taking the hatches off with unusual gentleness, commenced their search. It was nervous work at first, but they became inured to it, and, moreover, a certain suspicion, slight at first, but increasing in intensity as the search proceeded, gave them some sense of security. Later still they began to eye each other shamefacedly.

I dont believe theres anything there, said the policeman, sitting down and laughing boisterously: that boys been making a fool of you.

Thats about the size of it, groaned the mate. Well be the laughing-stock o the town.

The skipper, who was standing with his back towards him, said nothing; but, peering about, stooped suddenly, and, with a sharp exclamation, picked up something from behind a damaged case.

Ive got it, he yelled suddenly; stand clear!

He scrambled hastily on deck, and, holding his find at arms length, with his head averted, flung it far into the water. A loud cheer from a couple of boats which were watching greeted his action, and a distant response came from the shore.

Was that a infernal machine? whispered the bewildered Jem to the mate. Why, it looked to me just like one o them tins o corned beef.

The mate shook his head at him and glanced at the constable, who was gazing longingly over the side. Well, Ive eard of people being killed by them sometimes, he said with a grin.


A SAFETY MATCH

Mr. Boom, late of the mercantile marine, had the last word, but only by the cowardly expedient of getting out of earshot of his daughter first, and then hurling it at her with a voice trained to compete with hurricanes. Miss Boom avoided a complete defeat by leaning forward with her head on one side in the attitude of an eager but unsuccessful listener, a pose which she abandoned for one of innocent joy when her sire, having been deluded into twice repeating his remarks, was fain to relieve his overstrained muscles by a fit of violent coughing.

I blieve she heard it all along, said Mr. Boom sourly, as he continued his way down the winding lane to the little harbour below. The only way to live at peace with wimmen is to always be at sea; then they make a fuss of you when you come home  if you dont stay too long, that is.

He reached the quay, with its few tiny cottages and brown nets spread about to dry in the sun, and walking up and down, grumbling, regarded with a jaundiced eye a few small smacks, which lay in the harbour, and two or three crusted amphibians lounging aimlessly about.

Mornin, Mr. Boom, said a stalwart youth in sea-boots, appearing suddenly over the edge of the quay from his boat.

Mornin, Dick, said Mr. Boom affably; just goin off?

Bout an hours time, said the other; Miss Boom well, sir?

Shes a right, said Mr. Boom; me an her ve just had a few words. She picked up something off the floor what she said was a cake o mud off my heel. Said she wouldnt have it, continued Mr. Boom, his voice rising. My own floor too. Swep it up off the floor with a dustpan and brush, and held it in front of me to look at.

Dick Tarrell gave a grunt which might mean anything  Mr. Boom took it for sympathy.

I called her old maid, he said with gusto; youre a fidgety old maid, I said. You should ha seen her look. Do you know what I think, Dick?

Not exactly, said Tarrell cautiously.

I bleeve shes that savage that shed take the first man that asked her, said the other triumphantly; shes sitting up there at the door of the cottage, all by herself.

Tarrell sighed.

With not a soul to speak to, said Mr. Boom pointedly.

The other kicked at a small crab which was passing, and returned it to its native element in sections.

Ill walk up there with you if youre going that way, he said at length.

No, Im just having a look round, said Mr. Boom, but theres nothing to hinder you going, Dick, if youve a mind to.

Theres no little thing you want, as Im going there, I spose? suggested Tarrell. Its awkward when you go there and say, Good morning, and the girl says, Good morning, and then you dont say any more and she dont say any more. If there was anything you wanted that I could help her look for, it ud make talk easier.

Well  go for my baccy pouch, said Mr. Boom, after a minutes thought, itll take you a long time to find that.

Why? inquired the other.

Cos Ive got it here, said the unscrupulous Mr. Boom, producing it, and placidly filling his pipe. You might spend  ah  the best part of an hour looking for that.

He turned away with a nod, and Tarrell, after looking about him in a hesitating fashion to make sure that his movements were not attracting the attention his conscience told him they deserved, set off in the hang-dog fashion peculiar to nervous lovers up the road to the cottage. Kate Boom was sitting at the door as her father had described, and, in apparent unconsciousness of his approach, did not raise her eyes from her book.

Good morning, said Tarrell, in a husky voice.

Miss Boom returned the salutation, and, marking the place in her book with her forefinger, looked over the hedge on the other side of the road to the sea beyond.

Your father has left his pouch behind, and being as I was coming this way, asked me to call for it, faltered the young man.

Miss Boom turned her head, and, regarding him steadily, noted the rising colour and the shuffling feet.

Did he say where he had left it? she inquired.

No, said the other.

Well, my times too valuable to waste looking for pouches, said Kate, bending down to her book again, but if you like to go in and look for it, you may!

She moved aside to let him pass, and sat listening with a slight smile as she heard him moving about the room.

I cant find it, he said, after a pretended search.

Better try the kitchen now then, said Miss Boom, without looking up, and then the scullery. It might be in the woodshed or even down the garden. You havent half looked.

She heard the kitchen door close behind him, and then, taking her book with her, went upstairs to her room. The conscientious Tarrell, having duly searched all the above-mentioned places, returned to the parlour and waited. He waited a quarter of an hour, and then going out by the front door stood irresolute.

I cant find it, he said at length, addressing himself to the bedroom window.

No. I was coming down to tell you, said Miss Boom, glancing sedately at him from over the geraniums. I remember seeing father take it out with him this morning.

Tarrell affected a clumsy surprise. It doesnt matter, he said. How nice your geraniums are.

Yes, theyre all right, said Miss Boom briefly.

I cant think how you keep em so nice, said Tarrell.

Well, dont try, said Miss Boom kindly. Youd better go back and tell father about the pouch. Perhaps hes waiting for a smoke all this time.

Theres no hurry, said the young man; perhaps hes found it.

Well, I cant stop to talk, said the girl; Im busy reading.

With these heartless words, she withdrew into the room, and the discomfited swain, only too conscious of the sorry figure he cut, went slowly back to the harbour, to be met by Mr. Boom with a wink of aggravating and portentous dimensions.

Youve took a long time, he said slyly, Theres nothing like a little scheming in these things.

It didnt lead to much, said the discomfited Tarrell.

Dont be in a hurry, my lad, said the elder man, after listening to his experiences. Ive been thinking over this little affair for some time now, an I think Ive got a plan.

If its anything about baccy pouches   began the young man ungratefully.

It aint, interrupted Mr. Boom, its quite diffrent. Now, youd best get aboard your craft and do your duty. Theres more young men won girls arts while doing of their duty than  than  if they warnt doing their duty. Do you understand me?

It is inadvisable to quarrel with a prospective father-in-law, so that Tarrell said he did, and with a moody nod tumbled into his boat and put off to the smack. Mr. Boom having walked up and down a bit, and exchanged a few greetings, bent his steps in the direction of the Jolly Sailor, and, ordering two mugs of ale, set them down on a small bench opposite his old friend Raggett.

I see young Tarrell go off grumpy-like, said Raggett, drawing a mug towards him and gazing at the fast-receding boats.

Aye, well have to do what we talked about, said Boom slowly. Its opposition what that gal wants. She simply sits and mopes for the want of somebody to contradict her.

Well, why dont you do it? said Raggett, That aint much for a father to do surely.

I hev, said the other slowly, more than once. O course, when I insist upon a thing, its done; but a womans a delikit creetur, Raggett, and the last row we had she got that ill that she couldnt get up to get my breakfast ready, no, nor my dinner either. It made us both ill, that did.

Are you going to tell Tarrell? inquired Raggett.

No, said his friend. Like as not hed tell her just to curry favour with her. Im going to tell him hes not to come to the house no more. Thatll make her want him to come, if anything will. Now theres no use wasting time. You begin to-day.

I dont know what to say, murmured Rag-gett, nodding to him as he raised the beer to his lips.

Just go now and call in  you might take her a nosegay.

I wont do nothing so darned silly, said Raggett shortly.

Well, go without em, said Boom impatiently; just go and get yourselves talked about, thats all  have everybody making game of both of you. Talking about a good-looking young girl being sweethearted by an old chap with one foot in the grave and a face like a dried herring. Thats what I want.

Mr. Raggett, who was just about to drink, put his mug down again and regarded his friend fixedly.

Might I ask who youre alloodin too? he inquired somewhat shortly.

Mr. Boom, brought up in mid-career, shuffled a little and laughed uneasily. Them aint my words, old chap, he said; it was the way she was speaking of you the other day.

Well, I wont have nothin to do with it, said Raggett rising.

Well, nobody neednt know anything about it, said Boom, pulling him down to his seat again. She wont tell, Im sure  she wouldnt like the disgrace of it.

Look here, said Raggett getting up again.

I mean from her point of view, said Mr. Boom querulously; youre very asty, Raggett.

Well, I dont care about it, said Raggett slowly; it seemed all right when we was talking about it; but spose I have all my trouble for nothing, and she dont take Dick after all? What then?

Well, then theres no harm done, said his friend, and itll be a bit o sport for both of us. You go up and start, an Ill have another pint of beer and a clean pipe waiting for you against you come back.

Sorely against his better sense Mr. Raggett rose and went off, grumbling. It was fatiguing work on a hot day, climbing the road up the cliff, but he took it quietly, and having gained the top, moved slowly towards the cottage.

Morning, Mr. Raggett, said Kate cheerily, as he entered the cottage. Dear, dear, the idea of an old man like you climbing about! Its wonderful.

Im sixty-seven, said Mr. Raggett viciously, and I feel as young as ever I did.

To be sure, said Kate soothingly; and look as young as ever you did. Come in and sit down a bit.

Mr. Raggett with some trepidation complied, and sitting in a very upright position, wondered how he should begin. I am just sixty-seven, he said slowly. Im not old and Im not young, but Im just old enough to begin to want somebody to look after me a bit.

I shouldnt while I could get about if I were you, said the innocent Kate. Why not wait until youre bed-ridden?

I dont mean that at all, said Mr. Raggett snappishly. I mean Im thinking of getting married.

Good  gracious! said Kate open-mouthed.

I may have one foot in the grave, and resemble a dried herring in the face, pursued Mr. Raggett with bitter sarcasm, but  

You cant help that, said Kate gently.

But Im going to get married, said Raggett savagely.

Well, dont get in a way about it, said the girl. Of course, if you want to, and  and  you can find somebody else who wants to, theres no reason why you shouldnt! Have you told father about it?

I have, said Mr. Raggett, and he has given his consent.

He put such meaning into this remark and so much more in the contortion of visage which accompanied it, that the girl stood regarding him in blank astonishment.

His consent? she said in a strange voice.

Mr. Raggett nodded.

I went to him first, he said, trying to speak confidently. Now Ive come to you  I want you to marry me!

Dont you be a silly old man, Mr. Raggett, said Kate, recovering her composure. And as for my father, you go back and tell him I want to see him.

She drew aside and pointed to the door, and Mr. Raggett, thinking that he had done quite enough for one day, passed out and retraced his steps to the Jolly Sailor. Mr. Boom met him half-way, and having received his message, spent the rest of the morning In fortifying himself for the reception which awaited him.

It would be difficult to say which of the two young people was the more astonished at this sudden change of affairs. Miss Boom, affecting to think that her parents reason was affected treated him accordingly, a state of affairs not without its drawbacks, as Mr. Boom found out. Tarrell, on the other hand, attributed it to greed, and being forbidden the house, spent all his time ashore on a stile nearly opposite, and sullenly watched events.

For three weeks Mr. Raggett called daily, and after staying to tea, usually wound up the evening by formally proposing for Kates hand. Both conspirators were surprised and disappointed at the quietness with which Miss Boom received these attacks; Mr. Raggett meeting with a politeness which was a source of much wonder to both of them.

His courting came to an end suddenly. He paused one evening with his hand on the door, and having proposed in the usual manner was going out, when Miss Boom called him back.

Sit down, Mr. Raggett, she said calmly. Mr. Raggett, wondering inwardly, resumed his seat.

You have asked me a good many times to marry you, said Kate.

I have, said Mr. Raggett, nodding.

And Im sure its very kind of you, continued the girl, and if Ive hurt your feelings by refusing you, it is only because I have thought perhaps I was not good enough for you.

In the silence which followed this unexpected and undeserved tribute to Mr. Raggetts worth, the two old men eyed each other in silent consternation.

Still, if youve made up your mind, continued the girl, I dont know that its for me to object. Youre not much to look at, but youve got the loveliest chest of drawers and the best furniture all round in Mastleigh. And I suppose youve got a little money?

Mr. Raggett shook his head, and in a broken voice was understood to say: A very little.

I dont want any fuss or anything of that kind, said Miss Boom calmly. No bridesmaids or anything of that sort; it wouldnt be suitable at your age.

Mr. Raggett withdrew his pipe, and holding it an inch or two from his mouth, listened like one in a dream.

Just a few old friends, and a bit of cake, continued Miss Boom musingly. And instead of spending a lot of money in foolish waste, well have three weeks in London.

Mr. Raggett made a gurgling noise in his throat, and suddenly remembering himself, pretended to think that it was something wrong with his pipe, and removing it blew noisily through the mouthpiece.

Perhaps, he said, in a trembling voice perhaps youd better take a little longer to consider, my dear.

Kate shook her head. Ive quite made up my mind, she said, quite. And now I want to marry you just as much as you want to marry me. Good-night, Father; good-night  George.

Mr. Raggett started violently, and collapsed in his chair.

Raggett, said Mr. Boom huskily.

Dont talk to me, said the other, I cant bear it.

Mr. Boom, respecting his friends trouble, relapsed into silence again, and for a long time not a word was spoken.

My eds in a whirl, said Mr. Raggett at length.

It ud be a wonder if it wasnt, said Mr. Boom sympathetically.

To think, continued the other miserably, how Ive been let in for this. The plots an the plans and the artfulness whats been goin on round me, an Ive never seen it.

What dye mean? demanded Mr. Boom, with sudden violence.

I know what I mean, said Mr. Raggett darkly.

Praps youll tell me, then, said the other.

Who thought of it first? demanded Mr. Raggett ferociously. Who came to me and asked me to court his slip of a girl?

Dont you be a old fool, said Mr. Boom heatedly. Its done now, and whats done cant be undone. I never thought to have a son-in-law seven or eight years older than what I am, and whats more, I dont want it.

Said I wasnt much to look at, but she liked my chest o drawers, repeated Raggett mechanically.

Dont ask me where she gets her natur from, cos I couldnt tell you, said the unhappy parent; she dont get it from me.

Mr. Raggett allowed this reflection upon the late Mrs. Boom to pass unnoticed, and taking his hat from the table, fixed it firmly upon his head, and gazing with scornful indignation upon his host, stepped slowly out of the door without going through the formality of bidding him good-night.

George, said a voice from above him.

Mr. Raggett started, and glanced up at somebody leaning from the window.

Come in to tea to-morrow early, said the voice pressingly; good-night, dear.

Mr. Raggett turned and fled into the night, dimly conscious that a dark figure had detached itself from the stile opposite, and was walking beside him.

That you, Dick? he inquired nervously, after an oppressive silence.

Thats me, said Dick. I heard her call you dear. Mr. Raggett, his face suffused with blushes, hung his head.

Called you dear, repeated Dick; I heard her say it. Im going to pitch you into the harbour. Ill learn you to go courting a young girl. What are you stopping for?

Mr. Raggett delicately intimated that he was stopping because he preferred, all things considered, to be alone. Finding the young man, however, bent upon accompanying him, he divulged the plot of which he had been the victim, and bitterly lamented his share in it.

You dont want to marry her, then, said the astonished Dick.

Course I dont, snarled Mr. Raggett; I cant afford it. Im too old; besides which, shell turn my little place topsy-turvy. Look here, Dick, I done this all for you. Now, its evident she only wants my furniture: if I give all the best of it to you, shell take you instead.

No, she wont, said Dick grimly; I wouldnt have her now not if she asked me on her bended knee.

Why not? said Raggett.

I dont want to marry that sort o girl, said the other scornfully; its cured me.

What about me, then? said the unfortunate Raggett.

Well, so far as I can see, it serves you right for mixing in other peoples business, said Dick shortly. Well, good-night, and good luck to you.

To Mr. Raggetts sore disappointment, he kept to his resolution, and being approached by Mr. Boom on his elderly friends behalf, was rudely frank to him.

Im a free man again, he said blithely, and I feel better than Ive felt for ever so long. More manly.

You ought to think of other people, said Mr. Boom severely; think of poor old Raggett.

Well, hes got a young wife out of it, said Dick. I dare say hell be happy enough. He wants somebody to help him spend his money.

In this happy frame of mind he resumed his ordinary life, and when he encountered his former idol, met her with a heartiness and unconcern which the lady regarded with secret disapproval. He was now so sure of himself that, despite a suspicion of ulterior design on the part of Miss Boom, he even accepted an invitation to tea.

The presence of Mr. Raggett made it a slow and solemn function. Nobody with any feelings could eat with any appetite with that afflicted man at the table, and the meal passed almost in silence. Kate cleared the meal away, and the men sat at the open door with their pipes while she washed up in the kitchen.

Me an Raggett thought o stepping down to the Sailors said Mr. Boom, after a third application of his friends elbow.

Ill come with you, said Dick.

Well, weve got a little business to talk about, said Boom confidentially; but we shant be long. If you wait here, Dick, well see you when we come back.

All right, said Tarrell.

He watched the two old men down the road, and then, moving his chair back into the room, silently regarded the busy Kate.

Make yourself useful, said she brightly; shake the tablecloth.

Tarrell took it to the door, and having shaken it, folded it with much gravity, and handed it back.

Not so bad for a beginner, said Kate, taking it and putting it in a drawer. She took some needlework from another drawer, and, sitting down, began busily stitching.

Wedding-dress? inquired Tarrell, with an assumption of great ease.

No, tablecloth! said the girl, with a laugh. Youll want to know a little more before you get married.

Plenty o time for me, said Tarrell; Im in no hurry.

The girl put her work down and looked up at him.

Thats right, she said steadily. I suppose you were rather surprised to hear I was going to get married?

A little. said Tarrell; theres been so many after old Raggett, I didnt think hed ever be caught.

Oh! said Kate.

I daresay hell make a very good husband, said Tarrell patronisingly. I think youll make a nice couple. Hes got a nice home.

Thats why Im going to marry him, said Kate. Do you think its wrong to marry a man for that?

Thats your business, said Tarrell coldly; speaking for myself, and not wishing to hurt your feelings, I shouldnt like to marry a girl like that.

You mean you wouldnt like to marry me? said Kate softly.

She leaned forward as she spoke, until her breath fanned his face.

Thats what I do mean, said Tarrell, with a suspicion of doggedness in his voice.

Not even if I asked you on my bended knees? said Kate. Arent you glad youre cured?

Yes, said Tarrell manfully.

So am I, said the girl; and now that you are happy, just go down to the Jolly Sailors, and make poor old Raggett happy too.

How? ask Tarrell.

Tell him that I have only been having a joke with him, said Kate, surveying him with a steady smile. Tell him that I overheard him and father talking one night, and that I resolved to give them both a lesson. And tell them that I didnt think anybody could have been so stupid as they have been to believe in it.

She leaned back in her chair, and, regarding the dumfounded Tarrell with a smile of wicked triumph, waited for him to speak, Raggett, indeed! she said disdainfully.

I suppose, said Tarrell at length, speaking very slowly, my being stupid was no surprise to you?

Not a bit, said the girl cheerfully.

Ill ask you to tell Raggett yourself, said Tarrell, rising and moving towards the door. I shant see him. Good-night.

Good-night, said she. Where are you going, then?

There was no reply.

Where are you going? she repeated. Then a suspicion of his purpose flashed across her. Youre not foolish enough to be going away? she cried in dismay.

Why not? said Tarrell slowly.

Because, said Kate, looking down oh, be-cause  well, its ridiculous. Id sooner have you stay here and feel what a stupid youve been making of yourself. I want to remind you of it sometimes.

I dont want reminding, said Tarrell, taking Raggetts chair; I know it now.


A RASH EXPERIMENT

The hands on the wharf had been working all Saturday night and well into the Sunday morning to finish the Foam, and now, at ten oclock, with hatches down and freshly-scrubbed decks, the skipper and mate stood watching the tide as it rose slowly over the smooth Thames mud.

What times she coming? inquired the skipper, turning a lazy eye up at the wharf.

About ha-past ten, she said, replied the mate. Its very good o you to turn out and let her have your state-room.

Dont say another word about that, said the skipper impressively. Ive met your wife once or twice, George, an I must say that a nicer spoken woman, an a more well-beaved one, Ive seldom seen.

Same to you, said the mate; your wife I mean.

Any man, continued the skipper, s would lay in a comfortable state-room, George, and leave a lady a-trying to turn and to dress and ondress herself in a pokey little locker ought to be ashamed of himself.

You see, its the luggage they bring, said the mate, slowly refilling his pipe. What they want with it all I cant think. As soon as my old woman makes up her mind to come for a trip, tomorrow being Bank Holiday, an she being in the mind for a outing, what does she do? Goes down Commercial Road and buys a bonnet far beyond her station.

Theyre all like it, said the skipper; mines just as bad. What does that boy want?

The boy approached the edge of the jetty, and, peering down at them, answered for himself.

Whos Captain Bunnett? he demanded, shrilly.

Thats me, my lad, said the skipper, looking up.

Ive got a letter for yer, said the boy, holding it out.

The skipper held out his hands and caught it; and, after reading the contents, felt his beard and looked at the mate.

It never rains but it pours, he said figuratively.

Whats up? inquired the other.

Eres my old woman coming now, said the skipper. Sent a note to say shes getting ready as fast as she can, an Im not to sail on any account till she comes.

Thats awkward, said the mate, who felt that he was expected to say something.

It never struck me to tell her your wife was coming, said the skipper. Where were to put em both I dont know. I spose its quite certain your wifell come?

Certain, said the mate.

No chance of er changing er mind? suggested the skipper, looking away from him.

Not now shes got that bonnet, replied the mate. I spose theres no chance of your wife changing hers?

The skipper shook his head. Theres one thing, he said hopefully, theyll be nice company for each other. Theyll have to ave the state-room between em. Its a good job my wife aint as big as yours.

Well be able to play four anded wist sometimes, said the mate, as he followed the skipper below to see what further room could be made.

Crowded but jolly, said the other.

The two cabs drove up almost at the same moment while they were below, and Mrs. Bunnetts cabman had no sooner staggered on to the jetty with her luggage than Mrs. Fillsons arrived with hers. The two ladies, who were entire strangers, stood regarding each other curiously as they looked down at the bare deck of the Foam.

George! cried Mrs. Fillson, who was a fine woman, raising her voice almost to a scream in the effort to make herself heard above the winch of a neighbouring steamer.

It was unfortunate perhaps that both officers of the schooner bore the same highly-respectable Christian name.

George! cried Mrs. Bunnett, glancing indignantly at the other lady.

Ge-orge! cried Mrs. Fillson, returning her looks with interest.

Hussey, said Mrs. Bunnett under her breath, but not very much under.

George!

There was no response.

George! cried both ladies together.

Still no response, and they made a louder effort.

There was yet another George on board, in the focsle, and, in response to pushes from curious friends below, he came up, and regarded the fair duettists open-mouthed.

What dyer want? he said, at length sheepishly.

Will you tell Captain Bunnett that his wife, Mrs. Bunnett, is here? said that lady, a thin, little woman with bright black eyes.

Yes, mum, said the seaman, and was hurrying off when Mrs. Fillson called him back.

Will you tell Mr. Fillson that his wife, Mrs. Fillson, is up here? she said politely.

All right, mum, said the other, and went be-low to communicate the pleasing tidings. Both husbands came up on deck hastily, and a glance served to show them how their wives stood.

How do you do, Capn Bunnett, said Mrs. Fillson, with a fascinating smile.

Good-morning, marm, said the skipper, trying to avoid his wifes eyes; thats my wife, Mrs. Bunnett.

Good-morning, maam, said Mrs. Fillson, adjusting the new bonnet with the tips of her fingers.

Good-morning to you, said Mrs. Bunnett in a cold voice, but patronising. You have come to bring your husband some of his things, I suppose?

Shes coming with us, said the skipper, in a hurry to have it over. Wait half a moment, and Ill help you down.

He got up on to the side and helped them both to the deck, and, with a great attempt at cheery conversation, led the way below, where, in the midst of an impressive silence, he explained that the ladies would have to share the state-room between them.

Thats the only way out of it, said the mate, after waiting in vain for them to say something.

Its a fairish size when you come to look at it, said the skipper, putting his head on one side to see whether the bunk looked larger that way.

Pack three in there at a pinch, said the mate hardily.

Still the ladies said nothing, but there was a storm-signal hoisted in Mrs. Bunnetts cheek, which boded no good to her husband. There was room only for one trunk in the state-room, and by prompt generalship Mrs. Fillson got hers in first. Having seen it safe she went up on deck for a look round.

George, said Mrs. Bunnett fiercely, as soon as they were alone.

Yes, my dear, said her husband.

Pack that woman off home, said Mrs. Bunnett sharply.

I couldnt do that, said the skipper firmly. Its your own fault; you should have said you was coming.

Oh, I know you didnt want me to come, said Mrs. Bunnett, the roses on her bonnet trembling. The mate can think of a little pleasure for his wife, but I can stay at home and do your mending and keep the house clean. Oh, I know; dont tell me.

Well, its too late to alter it, said her husband. I must get up above now; youd better come too.

Mrs. Bunnett followed him on deck, and, getting as far from the mates wife as possible, watched with a superior air of part ownership the movements of the seamen as they got under way. A favorable westerly breeze was blowing, and the canvas once set she stood by her husband as he pointed out the various objects of interest on the banks of the river.

They were still in the thick of the traffic at dinner time, so that the skipper was able, to his secret relief, to send the mate below to do the honours of the table. He came up from it pale and scared, and, catching the skippers eye, hunched his shoulders significantly.

No words? inquired the latter anxiously, in a half-whisper.

Not exactly words, replied the mate. What you might call snacks.

I know, said the other with a groan.

If you dont now, said the mate, you will at tea time. Im not going to sit down there with them again alone. You neednt think it. If you was to ask me what Ive been eating I couldnt tell you.

He moved off a bit as his table companions came up on deck, and the master of the Foam deciding to take the bull by the horns, called both of them to him, and pointed out the beauties of the various passing craft. In the midst of his dis-course his wife moved off, leaving the unhappy man conversing alone with Mrs. Fillson, her face containing an expression such as is seen in the prints of the very best of martyrs as she watched them.

At tea time the men sat in misery, Mrs. Bunnett passed Mrs. Fillson her tea without looking at her, an example which Mrs. Fillson followed in handing her the cut bread and butter. When she took the plate back it was empty, and Mrs. Bunnett, convulsed with rage, was picking the slices out of her lap.

Oh, I am sorry, said Mrs. Fillson.

Youre not, maam, said Mrs. Bunnett fiercely. You did it a purpose.

There, there! said both men feebly.

Of course my husbandll sit quite calm and see me insulted, said Mrs. Bunnett, rising angrily from her seat.

And my husbandll sit still drinking tea while Im given the lie, said Mrs. Fillson, bending an indignant look upon the mate.

If you think Im going to share the state-room with that woman, George, youre mistaken, said Mrs. Bunnett in a terrible voice. Id sooner sleep on a doorstep.

And Id sooner sleep on the scraper, said Mrs. Fillson, regarding her foes scanty proportions.

Very well, me an the matell sleep there, said the skipper wearily. You can have the mates bunk and Mrs. Fillson can have the locker. You dont mind, George?

Oh, George dont mind, said Mrs. Bunnett mimickingly; anythingll do for George. If youd got the spirit of a man, you wouldnt let me be insulted like this.

And if youd got the spirit of a man, said Mrs. Fillson, turning on her husband, you wouldnt let them talk to me like this. You never stick up for me.

She flounced up on deck where Mrs. Bunnett, after a vain attempt to finish her tea, shortly followed her. The two men continued their meal for some time in silence.

Well have to ave a quarrel just to oblige them, George, said the skipper at length, as he put down his cup. Nothing elsell satisfy em.

It couldnt be done, said the mate, reaching over and clapping him on the back.

Just pretend, I mean, said the other.

It couldnt be done proper, said the mate; theyd see through it. Weve sailed together five years now, an never ad what I could call a really nasty word.

Well, if you can think o anything, said the skipper, say so. This sort o thing is worrying.

See how we get on at breakfast, said the mate, as he lit his pipe. If thats as bad as this, well have a bit of a row to please em.

Breakfast next morning was, if anything, worse, each lady directly inciting her lord to acts of open hostility. In this they were unsuccessful, but in the course of the morning the husbands arranged matters to their own satisfaction, and at the next meal the storm broke with violence.

I dont wish to complain or hurt anybodys feelings, said the skipper, after a side-wink at the mate, but if you could eat your wittles with a little less noise, George, Id take it as a favour.

Would you? said the mate, as his wife stiffened suddenly in her seat. Oh!

Both belligerents, eyeing each other ferociously, tried hard to think of further insults.

Like a pig, continued the skipper grumblingly.

The mate hesitated so long for a crushing rejoinder that his wife lost all patience and rose to her feet crimson with wrath.

How dare you talk to my husband like that? she demanded fiercely. George, come up on deck this instant!

I dont mind what he says, said the mate, who had only just begun his dinner.

You come away at once, said his wife, pushing his plate from him.

The mate got up with a sigh, and, meeting the look of horror-stricken commiseration in his captains eye, returned it with one of impotent rage.

Use a larger knife, capn, he said savagely, Youll swallow that little un one of these days.

The skipper, with the weapon in question gripped in his fist, turned round and stared at him in petrified amazement.

If I wasnt the capn o this ship, George, he said huskily, an bound to set a good example to the men, Id whop you for them words.

Its all for your good, Captain Bunnett, said Mrs. Fillson mincingly. There was a poor old workhouse man I used to give a penny to some times, who would eat with his knife, and he choked himself with it.

Ay, he did that, and he hadnt got a mouth half the size o yours, said the mate warningly.

Capn or no capn, crew or no crew, said the skipper in a suffocating voice, I cant stand this. Come up on deck, George, and repeat them words.

Before the mate could accept the invitation, he was dragged back by his wife, while at the same time Mrs. Bunnett, with a frantic scream, threw her arms round her husbands neck, and dared him to move.

You wait till I get you ashore, my lad, said the skipper threateningly.

Ill have to bring the ship home after Ive done with you, retorted the mate as he passed up on deck with his wife.

During the afternoon the couples exchanged not a word, though the two husbands exchanged glances of fiery import, and later on, their spouses being below, gradually drew near to each other. The mate, however, had been thinking, and as they came together met his foe with a pleasant smile.

Bravo, old man, he said heartily.

What dyer mean? demanded the skipper in gruff astonishment.

I mean the way you pretended to row me, said the mate. Splendid you did it. I tried to back you up, but lor! I wasnt in it with you.

What, dyer mean to say you didnt mean what you said? inquired the other.

Why, o course, said the mate with an appearance of great surprise. You didnt, did you?

No, said the skipper, swallowing something in his throat. No, o course not. But you did it well too, George. Uncommon well, you did.

Not half so well as you did, said the mate. Well, I spose weve got to keep it up now.

I spose so, said the skipper; but we mustnt keep it up on the same things, George. Swallerin knives an that sort o thing, I mean.

No, no, said the mate hastily.

An if you could get your missus to go home by train from Summercove, George, we might have a little peace and quietness, added the other.

Shed never forgive me if I asked her, said the mate: youll have to order it, capn.

I wont do that, George, said the skipper firmly. Id never treat a lady like that aboard my ship. I ope I know ow to behave myself if I do eat with my knife.

Stow that, said the mate, reddening. Well wait an see what turns up, he added hopefully.

For the next three days nothing fresh transpired, and the bickering between the couples, assumed on the part of the men and virulent on the part of their wives, went from bad to worse.

It was evident that the ladies preferred it to any other amusement life on ship-board could offer, and, after a combined burst of hysterics on their part, in which the whole ships company took a strong interest, the husbands met to discuss heroic remedies.

Its getting worse and worse, said the skipper ruefully. Well be the laughing stock o the crew even afore theyre done with us. Theres another day afore we reach Summercove, theres five or six days there, an at least five back again.

Therell be murder afore then, said the mate, shaking his head.

If we could only pack em both ome by train, continued the skipper.

Thats an expense, said the mate.

It ud be worth it, said the other.

An they wouldnt do it, said the mate, neither of em.

Ive seen women having rows afore, said the skipper, but then they could get away from each other. Its being boxed up in this little craft as does the mischief.

Spose we pretend the ships not seaworthy, said the mate.

Then theyd stand by us, said the skipper, closer than ever.

I bleeve they would, said the mate. Theyd go fast enough if wed got a case o small-pox or anything like that aboard, though.

The skipper grunted assent.

It ud be worth trying, said the mate. Weve pretended to have a quarrel. Now just as were going into port let one of the hands, the boy if you like, pretend hes sickening for small-pox.

Hows he going to do it? inquired the skipper derisively.

You leave it to me, replied the other. Ive got an idea how its to be done.

Against his better judgment the skipper, after some demur, consented, and the following day, when the passengers were on deck gazing at the small port of Summercove as they slowly approached it, the cook came up excitedly and made a communication to the skipper.

What? cried the latter. Nonsense.

Whats the matter? demanded Mrs. Bunnett, turning round.

Cook, here, has got it into his head that the boys got the smallpox, said the skipper.

Both women gave a faint scream.

Nonsense, said Mrs. Bunnett, with a pale face.

Rubbish, said Mrs. Fillson, clasping her hands nervously.

Very good, mum, said the cook calmly. You know best, o course, but I was on a barque once what got it aboard bad, and I think I ought to know it when I see it.

Yes; and now you think everythings the small-pox, said Mrs. Bunnett uneasily.

Very well, mum, said the cook, spreading out his hands. Will you come down an ave a look atim?

No, snapped Mrs. Bunnett, retreating a pace or two.

Will you come down an ave a look at im, sir, inquired the cook.

You stay where you are, George, said Mrs. Bunnett shrilly, as her husband moved forward. Go farther off, cook.

And keep your tongue still when we get to port, said the mate. Dont go blabbing it all over the place, mind, or we shant get nobody to work us out.

Ay, ay, said the cook, moving off. I aint afraid of it  Ive given it to people, but Ive never took it myself yet.

Im sure I wish I was off this dreadful ship, said Mrs. Fillson nervously. Nothing but unpleasantness. How long before we get to Summercove, Capn Bunnett?

Bout a our an a arf ought to do it, said the skipper.

Both ladies sighed anxiously, and, going as far aft as possible, gazed eagerly at the harbour as it opened out slowly before them.

I shall go back by train, said Mrs. Bunnett Its a shame, having my holiday spoilt like this.

Its one o them things what cant be helped, said her husband piously.

Youd had better give me a little money, continued his wife, I shall get lodgings in the town for a day or two, till I see how things are going.

It ud be better for you to get straight back home, said the skipper.

Nonsense, said his wife, sharply. Suppose you take it yourself, I should have to be here to see you were looked after. Im sure Mrs. Fillson isnt going home.

Mrs. Fillson, holding out her hand to Mr. Fillson, said she was sure she wasnt.

Itd be a load of our minds if you did go, said the mate speaking for both.

Well, were not going for a day or two at any rate, said Mrs. Bunnett, glancing almost amiably at Mrs. Fillson.

In face of this declaration, and in view of the the persistent demands of the ladies, both men, with a very ill grace furnished them with some money.

Dont say a word about it ashore mind, said the mate, avoiding his chiefs indignant gaze.

But you must have a doctor, said Mrs. Bunnett.

I know of a doctor here, said the mate; thats all arranged for.

He moved away for a little private talk with the skipper, but that gentleman was not in a conversational mood, and a sombre silence fell upon all until they were snugly berthed at Summercove, and the ladies, preceded by their luggage on a trolly, went off to look for lodgings. They sent down an hour later to say that they had found them, and that they were very clean and comfortable, but a little more than they had intended to give. They implored their husbands not to run any unnecessary risks, and sent some disinfectant soap for them to wash with.

For three days they kept their lodgings and became fast friends, going, despite their anxiety, for various trips in the neighbourhood. Twice a day at least they sent down beef-tea and other delicacies for the invalid, which never got farther than the cabin, communication being kept up by a small boy who had strict injunctions not to go aboard. On the fourth day in the early morning they came down as close to the ship as they dared to bid farewell.

Write if theres any change for the worse, cried Mrs. Bunnett.

Or if you get it, George, cried Mrs. Fillson anxiously.

Its all right, hes going on beautiful, said the mate.

The two wives appeared to be satisfied, and with a final adieu went off to the railway station, turning at every few yards to wave farewells until they were out of sight.

If ever I have another woman aboard my ship, George, said the skipper, Ill run into something. Whos the old gentleman?

He nodded in the direction of an elderly man with white side whiskers who, with a black bag in his hand, was making straight for the schooner.

Captain Bunnett? he inquired sharply.

Thats me, sir, said the skipper.

Your wife sent me, said the tall man briskly, My names Thompson  Dr. Thompson. She says youve got a case of small-pox on board which she wants me to see.

Weve got a doctor, said the skipper and mate together.

So your wife said, but she wished me particularly to see the case, said Dr. Thompson. Its also my duty as the medical officer of the port.

Youve done it, George, youve done it, moaned the panic-stricken skipper reproachfully.

Well, anybody can make a mistake,, whispered the mate back; an he cant touch us, as it aint small-pox. Let him come, and well lay it on to the cook. Say he made a mistake.

Thats the ticket, said the skipper, and turned to assist the doctor to the deck as the mate hurried below to persuade the indignant boy to strip and go bed.

In the midst of a breathless silence the doctor examined the patient; then, to the surprise of all, he turned to the crew and examined them one after the other.

How long has this boy been ill? he de-manded.

About four days, said the puzzled skipper.

You see what comes of trying to hush this kind of thing up, said the doctor sternly. You keep the patient down here instead of having him taken away and the ship disinfected, and now all these other poor fellows have got it.

What? screamed the skipper, as the crew broke into profane expressions of astonishment and self-pity. Got what?

Why, the small-pox, said the doctor. Got it in its worst form too. Suppressed. Theres not one of them got a mark on him. Its all inside.

Well, Im damned, said the skipper, as the crew groaned despairingly.

What else did you expect? inquired the doctor wrathfully. Well, they cant be moved now; they must all go to bed, and you and the mate must nurse them.

And spose we catch it? said the mate feelingly.

You must take your chance, said the doctor; then he relented a little. Ill try and send a couple of nurses down this afternoon, he added. In the mean time you must do what you can for them.

Very good, sir, said the skipper brokenly.

All you can do at present, said the doctor as he slowly mounted the steps, is to sponge them all over with cold water. Do it every half-hour till the rash comes out.

Very good, said the skipper again. But youll hurry up with the nurses, sir!

He stood in a state of bewilderment until the doctor was out of sight, and then, with a heavy sigh, took his coat off and set to work.

He and the mate, after warning off the men who had come down to work, spent all the morning in sponging their crew, waiting with an impatience born of fatigue for the rash to come out. This impatience was shared by the crew, the state of mind of the cook after the fifth sponging calling for severe rebuke on the part of the skipper.

I wish the nurses ud come, George, he said, as they sat on the deck panting after their exertions; this is a pretty mess if you like.

Seems like a judgment, said the mate wearily.

Hulloa, there, came a voice from the quay.

Both men turned and looked up at the speaker.

Hulloa, said the skipper dully.

Whats all this about small-pox? demanded the newcomer abruptly.

The skipper waved his hand languidly towards the focsle.

Five of em down with it, he said quietly. Are you another doctor, sir?

Without troubling to reply their visitor jumped on board and went nimbly below, followed by the other two.

Stand out of the light, he said brusquely. Now, my lads, lets have a look at you.

He examined them in a state of bewilderment, grunting strangely as the washed-out men submitted to his scrutiny.

Theyve had the best of cold sponging, said the skipper, not without a little pride.

Best of what? demanded the other.

The skipper told him, drawing back indignantly as the doctor suddenly sat down and burst into a hoarse roar of laughter. The unfeeling noise grated harshly on the sensitive ears of the sick men, and Joe Burrows, raising himself in his bunk, made a feeble attempt to hit him.

Youve been sold, said the doctor, wiping his eyes.

I dont take your meaning, said the skipper, with dignity.

Somebodys been having a joke with you, said the doctor. Get up, you fools, youve got about as much small-pox as I have.

Do you mean to tell me   began the skipper.

Somebodys been having a joke with you, I tell you, repeated the doctor, as the men, with sundry oaths, half of relief, half of dudgeon, got out of bed and began groping for their clothes. Who is it, do you think?

The skipper shook his head, and the mate, following his lead, in duty bound, shook his; but a little while after, as they sat by the wheel smoking and waiting for the men to return to work the cargo out, they were more confidential. The skipper removed his pipe from his mouth, and, having eyed the mate for some time in silence, jerked his thumb in the direction of the railway station. The mate, with a woe-begone nod, assented.


THE CABIN PASSENGER

The captain of the Fearless came on to the wharf in a manner more suggestive of deer-stalking than that of a prosaic shipmaster returning to his craft. He dodged round an empty van, lurked behind an empty barrel, flitted from that to a post, and finally from the interior of a steam crane peeped melodramatically on to the deck of his craft.

To the ordinary observer there was no cause for alarm. The decks were a bit slippery but not dangerous except to a novice; the hatches were on, and in the lighted galley the cook might be discovered moving about in a manner indicative of quiet security and an untroubled conscience.

With a last glance behind him the skipper descended from the crane and stepped lightly aboard.

Hist, said the cook, coming out quietly. Ive been watching for you to come.

Damned fine idea of watching youve got, said the skipper irritably. What is it?

The cook jerked his thumb towards the cabin.

Hes down there, he said in a hoarse whisper.

The mate said when you came aboard you was just to go and stand near the companion and whistle God Save the Queen and hell come up to you to see whats to be done.

Whistle! said the skipper, trying to moisten his parched lips with his tongue. I couldnt whistle just now to save my life.

The mate dont know what to do, and that was to be the signal, said the cook. Hes down there with him givin im drink and amoosin im.

Well, you go and whistle it, said the skipper.

The cook wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. Ow does it go? he inquired anxiously, I never could remember toones.

Oh, go and tell Bill to do it? said the skipper impatiently.

Summoned noiselessly by the cook, Bill came up from the forecastle, and on learning what was required of him pursed up his lips and started our noble anthem with a whistle of such richness and volume that the horrified skipper was almost deafened with it. It acted on the mate like a charm, and he came from below and closed Bills mouth, none too gently, with a hand which shook with excitement. Then, as quietly as possible, he closed the companion and secured the fastenings.

Hes all right, he said to the skipper breathlessly. Hes a prisoner. Hes ad four goes o whisky, an he seems inclined to sleep.

Who let him go down the cabin, demanded the skipper angrily. Its a fine thing I cant leave the ship for an hour or so but what I come back and find people sitting all round my cabin.

He let hisself darn, said the cook, who saw a slight opening advantageous to himself in connection with a dish smashed the day before, an I was that surprised, not to say alarmed, that I dropped the large dish and smashed it.

What did he say? inquired the skipper.

The blue one, I mean, said the cook, who wanted that matter settled for good, the one with the place at the end for the gravy to run into.

What did he say? vociferated the skipper.

E ses, ullo, he ses, youve done it now, old man, replied the truthful cook.

The skipper turned a furious face to the mate.

When the cook come up and told me, said the mate, in answer, I see at once what was up, so I went down and just talked to him clever like.

I should like to know what you said, muttered the skipper.

Well, if you think you can do better than I did youd better go down and see him, retorted the mate hotly. After all, its you what e come to see. Hes your visitor.

No offence, Bob, said the skipper. I didnt mean nothing.

I dont know nothin o horse racin, continued the mate, with an insufferable air, and I never ad no money troubles in my life, bein always brought up proper at ome and warned of what would appen, but I know a sheriffs officer when I see im.

What am I to do? groaned the skipper, too depressed even to resent his subordinates manner, its a judgment summons. Its ruin if he gets me.

Well, so far as I can see, the only thing for you to do is to miss the ship this trip, said the mate, without looking at him. I can take her out all right.

I wont, said the skipper, interrupting fiercely.

Very well, youll be nabbed, said the mate.

Youve been wanting to handle this craft a long time, said the skipper fiercely. You could ha got rid of him if youd wanted to. Hes no business down my cabin.

I tried everything I could think of, asseverated the mate.

Well, hes come down on my ship without being asked, said the skipper fiercely, and damme he can stay there. Cast off.

But, said the mate, spose  

Cast off, repeated the skipper. Hes come on my ship, and Ill give him a trip free.

And where are you and the mate to sleep? Inquired the cook, who was a man of pessimistic turn of mind and given to forebodings.

In your bunks, said the skipper brutally. Cast off there.

The men obeyed, grinning, and the schooner was soon threading her way in the darkness down the river, the skipper listening somewhat nervously for the first intimation of his captives awakening.

He listened in vain that night, for the prisoner made no sign, but at six oclock in the morning, when the Fearless, coming within sight of the Nore, began to dance like a cork upon the waters, the mate reported hollow groans from the cabin.

Let him groan, said the skipper briefly, as holler as he likes.

Well, Ill just go down and see how he is, said the mate.

You stay where you are, said the skipper sharply.

Well, but you aint going to starve the man?

Nothing to do with me, said the skipper ferociously; if a man likes to come down and stay in my cabin thats his business. Im not supposed to know hes there, and if I like to lock my cabin up and sleep in a foscle whats got more fleas in than ten other focsles put together, and what smells worse than ten focsles rolled into one, thats my business.

Yes, but I dont want to berth forard too, grumbled the other. He cant touch me. I can go and sleep in my berth.

Youll do what I wish, my lad, said the skipper.

Im the mate, said the other darkly.

And Im the master, said the other; if the master of a ship can stay down the focsle, Im sure a tuppeny-hapenny mate can.

The men dont like it, objected the mate.

Damn the men, said the skipper politely, and as to starving the chap, theres a water-bottle full o water in my state-room, to say nothing of a jug, and a bag o biscuits under the table.

The mate walked off whistling, and the skipper, by no means so easy in his mind as he pretended to be, began to consider ways and means out of the difficulty which he foresaw must occur when they reached port.

What sort o looking chap is he? he inquired of the cook.

Big, strong-looking chap, was the reply.

Look as though hed make a fuss if I sent you and Bill down below to gag him when we get to the other end? suggested the skipper.

The cook said that judging by appearances fuss would be no word for it.

I cant understand him keeping so quiet, said the skipper, thats what gets over me.

Hes biding is time, I expect, said the cook comfortingly. Hes a ard looking customer, sides which hes likely sea-sick.

The day passed slowly, and as night approached a sense of mystery and discomfort overhung the vessel. The man at the wheel got nervous, and flattered Bill into keeping him company by asking him to spin him a yarn. He had good reason for believing that he knew his comrades stock of stories by heart, but in the sequel it transpired that there was one, of a prisoner turning into a cat and getting out of the porthole and running up helmsmens backs, which he hadnt heard before. And he told Bill in the most effective language he could command that he never wanted to hear it again.

The night passed and day broke, and still the mysterious passenger made no sign. The crew got in the habit of listening at the companion and peeping through the skylight; but the door of the state-room was closed, and the cabin itself as silent as the grave. The skipper went about with a troubled face, and that afternoon, unable to endure the suspense any longer, civilly asked the mate to go below and investigate.

Id rather not, said the mate, shrugging his shoulders.

Id sooner he served me and have done with it, said the skipper. I get thinking all sorts of awful things.

Well, why dont you go down yourself, said the mate. Hed serve you fast enough, Ive no doubt.

Well, it may be just his artfulness, said the skipper; an I dont want to humour him if hes all right. Im askin it as a favour, Bob.

Ill go if the cookll come, said the mate after a pause.

The cook hesitated.

Go on, cook, said the skipper sharply; dont keep the mate waiting, and, whatever you do, dont let him come up on deck.

The mate led the way to the companion, and, opening it quietly, led the way below, followed by the cook. There was a minutes awful suspense, and then a wild cry rang out below, and the couple came dashing madly up on deck again.

What is it? inquired the pallid skipper.

The mate, leaning for support against the wheel, opened his mouth, but no words came; the cook, his hands straight by his side and his eyes glassy, made a picture from which the crew drew back in awe.

Whats  the  matter? said the skipper again.

Then the mate, regaining his composure by an effort, spoke.

You neednt trouble to fasten the companion again, he said slowly.

The skippers face changed from white to grey, Why not? he asked in a trembling voice.

Hes dead, was the solemn reply.

Nonsense, said the other, with quivering lips.

Hes shamming or else fainting. Did you try to bring him round?

I did not, said the mate. I dont deceive you. I didnt stay down there to do no restoring, and I dont think you would either.

Go down and see whether you can wake him, cook, said the skipper.

Not me, said the cook with a mighty shudder.

Two of the hands went and peeped furtively down through the skylight. The empty cabin looked strangely quiet and drear, and the door of the state-room stood ajar. There was nothing to satisfy their curiosity, but they came back looking as though they had seen a ghost.

Whats to be done? said the skipper, helplessly.

Nothing can be done, said the mate. Hes beyond our aid.

I wasnt thinking about him, said the skipper.

Well, the best thing you can do when we get to Plymouth is to bolt, said the mate. Well hide it up as long as we can to give you a start. Its a hanging matter.

The hapless master of the Fearless wiped his clammy brow. I cant think hes dead, he said slowly. Wholl come down with me to see?

Youd better leave it alone, said the mate kindly, it aint pleasant, and besides that we can all swear up to the present that you havent touched him or been near him.

Wholl come down with me? repeated the skipper. I believe its a trick, and that hell start up and serve me, but I feel I must go.

He caught Bills eye, and that worthy seaman, after a short tussle with his nerves, shuffled after him. The skipper brushing aside the mate, who sought to detain him, descended first, and entering the cabin stood hesitating, with Bill close behind him.

Just open the door, Bill, he said slowly.

Arter you, sir, said the well-bred Bill.

The skipper stepped slowly towards it and flung it suddenly open. Then he drew back with a sharp cry and looked nervously about him. The bed was empty.

Wheres he gone? whispered the trembling Bill.

The other made no reply, but in a dazed fashion began to grope about the cabin. It was a small place and soon searched, and the two men sat down and eyed each other in blank amazement.

Where is he? said Bill at length.

The skipper shook his head helplessly, and was about to ascribe the mystery to supernatural agencies, when the truth in all its naked simplicity flashed upon him, and he spoke. Its the mate, he said slowly, the mate and the cook. I see it all now; theres never been anybody here. It was a little job on the mates part to get the ship. If you want to hear a couple o rascals sized up, Bill, come on deck.

And Bill, grinning in anticipation, went.


CHOICE SPIRITS

The day was fine and the breeze so light that the old patched sails were taking the schooner along at a gentle three knots per hour. A sail or two shone like snow in the offing, and a gull hovered in the air astern. From the cabin to the galley, and from the galley to the untidy tangle in the bows, there was no sign of life to benefit by the conversation of the skipper and mate as they discussed a wicked and mutinous spirit which had become observable in the crew.

Its sheer, rank wickedness, thats what it is, said the skipper, a small, elderly man, with grizzled beard and light blue eyes.

Rank, agreed the mate, whose temperament was laconic.

Why, when I was a boy you wouldnt believe what I had to eat, said the skipper; not if I took my Bible oath on it, you wouldnt.

Theyre dainty, said the mate.

Dainty! said the other indignantly. What right have hungry sailormen to be dainty? Dont I give them enough to eat? Look! Look there!

He drew back, choking, and pointed with his forefinger as Bill Smith, A.B., came on deck with a plate held at arms length, and a nose disdainfully elevated. He affected not to see the skipper, and, walking in a mincing fashion to the side, raked the food from the plate into the sea with his fingers. He was followed by George Simpson, A.B., who in the same objectionable fashion wasted food which the skipper had intended should nourish his frame.

Ill pay em for this, murmured the skipper.

Theres some more, said the mate.

Two more men came on deck, grinning consciously, and disposed of their dinners. Then there was an interval  an interval in which everybody fore and aft, appeared to be waiting for something; the something being at that precise moment standing at the foot of the focsle ladder, trying to screw its courage up.

If the boy comes, said the skipper in a strained, unnatural voice, Ill flay him alive.

Youd better get your knife out, then, said the mate.

The boy appeared on deck, very white about the gills, and looking piteously at the crew for support. He became conscious from their scowls that he had forgotten something, and remembering himself, stretched out his skinny arms to their full extent, and, crinkling his nose, walked with great trepidation to the side.

Boy! vociferated the skipper suddenly.

Yessir, said the urchin hastily.

Commere, said the skipper sternly.

Shove your dinner over first, said four low, menacing voices.

The boy hesitated, then walked slowly towards the skipper.

What are you going to do with that dinner? demanded the latter grimly.

Eat it, said the youth modestly.

What dyer bring it on deck for, then? inquired the other, bending his brows on him.

I thought it would taste better on deck, sir, said the boy.

Taste better! growled the skipper ferociously. Aint it good?

Yessir, said the boy.

Speak louder, said the skipper sternly. Is it very good?

Beautiful, said the boy in a shrill falsetto.

Did you ever taste better wittles than you get aboard this ship? demanded the skipper, setting him a fine example in loud speaking.

Never! yelled the boy, following it.

Everything as it should be? roared the skipper.

Better than it should be, shrilled the craven

Sit down and eat it, commanded the other.

The boy sat on the cabin skylight, and, taking out his pocket-knife, began his meal with every appearance of enjoyment, the skipper, with his elbows on the side, and his legs crossed, regarding him serenely.

I suppose, he said loudly, after watching the boy for some time, I spose the men threw theirs overboard becos they hadnt been used to such good food?

Yessir, said the boy.

Did they say so? bawled the other.

The boy hesitated, and glanced nervously forward. Yessir, he said at length, and shuddered as a low, ominous growl came from the crew. Despite his slowness the meal came to an end at last, and, in obedience to orders, he rose and took his plate forward, looking entreatingly at the crew as he passed them.

Come down below, said Bill, we want to have a talk with you.

Cant, said the boy. Ive got my work to do. I havent got time to talk.

He stayed up on deck until evening, and then, the mens anger having evaporated somewhat, crept softly below, and climbed into his bunk. Simpson leaned over and made a clutch at him, but Bill pushed him aside.

Leave him alone, said he quietly, well take it out of him to-morrow.

For some time Tommy lay worrying over the fate in store for him, and then, yielding to fatigue, turned over and slept soundly until he was awakened some three hours later by the mens voices, and, looking out, saw that the lamp was alight and the crew at supper, listening quietly to Bill, who was speaking.

Ive a good mind to strike, thats what Ive a good mind to do, he said savagely, as, after an attempt at the butter, he put it aside and ate dry biscuit.

An get six months, said old Ned. That wont do, Bill.

Are we to go a matter of six or seven days on dry biscuit and rotten taters? demanded the other fiercely. Why, its slow sooicide.

I wish one of you would commit sooicide, said Ned, looking wistfully round at the faces, that ud frighten the old man, and bring him round a bit.

Well, youre the eldest, said Bill pointedly.

Brownings a easy death too, said Simpson persuasively, you cant have much enjoyment in life at your age, Ned?

And you might leave a letter behind to the skipper, saying as ow you was drove to it by bad food, said the cook, who was getting ex-cited.

Talk sense! said the old man very shortly.

Look here, said Bill suddenly, I tell you what we can do: let one of us pretend to commit suicide, and write a letter as Slushey here ses, saying as ow were gone overboard sooner than be starved to death. It ud scare the old man proper; and praps hed let us start on the other meat without eating up this rotten stuff first!

Hows it to be done! asked Simpson, staring.

Go an ide down the fore old, said Bill Theres not much stuff down there. Well take off the hatch when one of us is on watch to-night, and  whoever wants to  can go and hide down there till the old mans come to his senses. What do you think of it, mates?

Its all right as an idea, said Ned slowly, but whos going?

Tommy, replied Bill simply.

Blest if I ever thought of him, said Ned admiringly, did you, cookie?

Never crossed my mind, said the cook.

You see the best o Tommys going, said Bill, is that the old man ud only give him a flogging if he found it out. We wouldnt split as to who put the hatch on over him. He can be there as comfortable as you please, do nothing, and sleep all day if he likes. O course we dont know anything about it, we miss Tommy, and find the letter wrote on this table.

The cook leaned forward and regarded his col-league favourably; then he pursed his lips, and nodded significantly at an upper bunk from which the face of Tommy, pale and scared, looked anxiously down.

Halloa! said Bill, have you heard what weve been saying?

I heard you say something about going to drown old Ned, said Tommy guardedly.

Hes heard all about it, said the cook severely. Do you know where little boys who tell lies go to, Tommy?

Id sooner go there than down the fore old, said Tommy, beginning to knuckle his eyes. I wont go. Ill tell the skipper.

No, you wont, said Bill sternly. This is your punishment for them lies you told about us to-day, an very cheap youve got off too. Now, get out o that bunk. Come on afore I pull you out.

With a miserable whimper the youth dived beneath his blankets, and, clinging frantically to the edge of his berth, kicked convulsively as he was lifted down, blankets and all, and accommodated with a seat at the table.

Pen and ink and paper, Ned, said Bill.

The old man produced them, and Bill, first wiping off with his coat-sleeve a piece of butter which the paper had obtained from the table, spread it before the victim.

I cant write, said Tommy sullenly.

The men looked at each other in dismay.

Its a lie, said the cook.

I tell you I cant, said the urchin, becoming hopeful, thats why they sent me to sea becos I couldnt read or write.

Pull his ear, Bill, said Ned, annoyed at these aspersions upon an honourable profession.

It dont matter, said Bill, calmly. Ill write it for im; the old man dont know my fist.

He sat down at the table, and, squaring his shoulders, took a noisy dip of ink, and scratching his head, looked pensively at the paper.

Better spell it bad, Bill, suggested Ned.

Ay, ay, said the other. Ow do you think a boy would spell sooicide, Ned?

The old man pondered. S-o-o-e-y-s-i-d-e, he said slowly.

Why, thats the right way, aint it? inquired the cook, looking from one to the other.

We mustnt spell it right, said Bill, with his pen hovering over the paper. Be careful, Ned.

Well say killed myself instead, said the old man. A boy wouldnt use such a big word as that praps.

Bill bent over his work, and, apparently paying great attention to his friends entreaties not to write it too well, slowly wrote the letter.

Hows this? he inquired, sitting back in his seat.

Deer captin i take my pen in hand for the larst time to innform you that i am no more suner than heat the orrible stuff what you kall meet i have drownded miself it is a moor easy death than starvin i ave left my clasp nife to bill an my silver wotch to it is ard too dee so young tommie brown.

Splendid! said Ned, as the reader finished and looked inquiringly round.

I put in that bit about the knife and the watch to make it seem real, said Bill, with modest pride; but, if you like, Ill leave em to you instead, Ned.

I dont want em, said the old man generously.

Put your cloes on, said Bill, turning to the whimpering Tommy.

Im not going down that fore old, said Tommy desperately. You may as well know now as later on  I wont go.

Cookie, said Bill calmly, just and me them cloes, will you? Now, Tommy.

I tell you, Im not going to, said Tommy.

An that little bit o rope, cookie, said Bill, its just down by your and. Now, Tommy.

The youngest member of the crew looked from his clothes to the rope, and from the rope back to his clothes again.

Howm I goin to be fed? he demanded sullenly, as he began to dress.

Youll have a stone bottle o water to take down with you an some biskits, replied Bill, an of a night time well hand you down some o that meat youre so fond of. Hide em behind the cargo, an if you hear anybody take the hatch off in the day time, nip behind it yourself.

An what about fresh air? demanded the sacrifice.

Youll ave fresh air of a night when the hatch is took off, said Bill. Dont you worry, Ive thought of everything.

The arrangements being concluded, they waited until Simpson relieved the mate at the helm, and then trooped up on deck, half-pushing and half-leading their reluctant victim.

Its just as if he was going on a picnic, said old Ned, as the boy stood unwillingly on the deck, with a stone bottle in one hand and some biscuits wrapped up in an old newspaper in the other.

Lend a and, Bill. Easy does it.

Noiselessly the two seamen took off the hatch, and, as Tommy declined to help in the proceedings at all, Ned clambered down first to receive him. Bill took him by the scruff of the neck and lowered him down, kicking strongly, into the hold.

Have you got him? inquired Bill.

Yes, said Ned in a smothered voice, and, depositing the boy in the hold, hastily clambered up again, wiping his mouth.

Been having a swig at the bottle? inquired Bill.

Boys heel, said Ned very shortly. Get the hatch on.

The hatch was replaced, and Bill and his fellow conspirator, treading quietly and not without some apprehension for the morrow, went below and turned in. Tommy, who had been at sea long enough to take things as he found them, curled up in the corner of the hold, and with his bottle as a pillow fell asleep.

It was not until eight oclock next morning that the master of the Sunbeam discovered that he was a boy short. He questioned the cook as he sat at breakfast. The cook, who was a very nervous man, turned pale, set the coffee-pot down with a thump which upset some of the liquor, and bolted up on deck. The skipper, after shouting for him in some of the most alluring swear words known on the high seas, went raging up on deck, where he found the men standing in a little knot, looking very ill at ease.

Bill, said the skipper uneasily, whats the matter with that damned cook?

Es ad a shock, sir, said Bill, shaking his head, weve all ad a shock.

Youll have another in a minute, said the skipper emotionally. Wheres the boy?

For a moment Bills hardihood forsook him, and he looked helplessly at his mates. In their anxiety to avoid his gaze they looked over the side, and a horrible fear came over the skipper. He looked at Bill mutely, and Bill held out a dirty piece of paper.

The skipper read it through in a state of stupefaction, then he handed it to the mate, who had followed him on deck. The mate read it and handed it back.

Its yours, he said shortly.

I dont understand it, said the skipper, shaking his head. Why, only yesterday he was up on deck here eating his dinner, and saying it was the best meat he ever tasted. You heard him, Bob?

I heard him, pore little devil! said the mate.

You all heard him, said the skipper.

Well, theres five witnesses Ive got. He must have been mad. Didnt nobody hear him go overboard?

I eard a splash, sir, in my watch, said Bill.

Why didnt you run and see what it was? demanded the other.

I thought it was one of the chaps come up to throw his supper overboard, said Bill simply.

Ah! said the skipper, biting his lip, did you? Youre always going on about the grub. Whats the matter with it?

Its pizon, sir, said Ned, shaking his head. The meats awful.

Its as sweet as nuts, said the skipper. Well, you can have it out of the other tank if you like. Will that satisfy you?

The men brightened up a little and nudged each other.

The butters bad too, sir, said Bill.

Butter bad! said the skipper frowning, hows that, cook?

I aint done nothing to it, sir, said the cook helplessly.

Give em butter out o the firkin in the cabin, growled the skipper. Its my firm belief youd been ill-using that boy, the food was delicious.

He walked off, taking the letter with him, and, propping it up against the sugar-basin, made but a poor breakfast.

For that day the men lived, as Ned put it, on the fat of the land, in addition to the other luxuries figgy duff, a luxury hitherto reserved for Sundays, being also served out to them. Bill was regarded as a big-brained benefactor of the human race; joy reigned in the focsle, and at night the hatch was taken off and the prisoner regaled with a portion which had been saved for him. He ate it ungratefully, and put churlish and inconvenient questions as to what was to happen at the end of the voyage.

Well smuggle you ashore all right, said Bill, none of us are going to sign back in this old tub. Ill take you aboard some ship with me  Eh?

I didnt say anything, said Tommy untruthfully.

To the wrath and confusion of the crew next day their commanding officer put them back on the old diet again. The old meat was again served out, and the grass-fed luxury from the cabin stopped. Bill shared the fate of all leaders when things go wrong, and, from being the idol of his fellows, became a butt for their gibes.

What about your little idea now? grunted old Ned, scornfully, that evening as he broke his biscuit roughly with his teeth, and dropped it into his basin of tea.

You aint as clever as you thought you was, Bill, said the cook with the air of a discoverer.

And theres that pore dear boy shut up in the dark for nothing, said Simpson, with somewhat belated thoughtfulness. An cookie doing his work.

Im not going to be beat, said Bill blackly, the old man was badly scared yesterday. We must have another sooicide, thats all.

Let Tommy do it again, suggested the cook flippantly, and they all laughed.

Two on one tripll about do the old man up, said Bill, regarding the interruption unfavourably. Now, whos going to be the next?

Weve had enough o this game, said Simpson, shrugging his shoulders, youve gone cranky, Bill.

No, I aint, said Bill; Im not going to be beat, thats all. Whoever goes down they ll have a nice, easy, lazy time. Sleep all day if he likes, and nothing to do. You aint been looking very well lately, Ned.

Oh? said the old man coldly.

Well, settle it between you, said Bill carelessly, its all one to me, which of you goes.

Ho, an what about you? demanded Simpson.

Me? inquired Bill in astonishment. Why, Ive got to stay up here and manage it.

Well, well stay up and help you, said Simpson derisively.

Ned and the cook laughed, Simpson joined in. Bill rose, and going to his bunk, fished out a pack of greasy cards from beneath his bedding.

Larst cut, sooicide, he said briefly. Im in it.

He held the pack before the cook. The cook hesitated, and looked at the other two.

Dont be a fool, Bill, said Simpson.

Why, do you funk it? sneered Bill.

Its a fools game, I tell you, said Simpson.

Well, you elped me start it, said the other. Youre afraid, thats what you are, afraid. You can let the boy go down there, but when it comes to yourselves you turn chicken-arted.

All right, said Simpson recklessly, let Bill ave is way; out, cookie.

Sorely against his better sense the cook complied, and drew a ten; Ned, after much argument, cut and drew seven; Simpson, with a king in his fist, leaned back on the locker and fingered his beard nonchalantly. Go on, Bill, he said, see what you can do.

Bill took the pack and shuffled it. I orter be able to beat seven, he said slowly. He handed the pack to Ned, drew a card, and the other three sat back and laughed boisterously.

Three! said Simpson. Bravo, Bill! Ill write your letter for you; hed know your writing. What shall I say?

Say what you like, retorted Bill, breathing hard as he thought of the hold.

He sat back, sneering disdainfully, as the other three merrily sat down to compose his letter, replying only by a contemptuous silence when Simpson asked him whether he wanted any kisses put in. When the letter was handed over for his inspection he only made one remark.

I thought you could write better than that, George, he said haughtily.

Im writing it for you, said Simpson.

Bills hauteur vanished, and he became his old self again. If you want a plug in the eye, George, he said feelingly, youve only got to say so, you know.

His temper was so unpleasant that half the pleasure of the evening was spoiled, and instead of being conducted to his hiding-place with quips and light laughter, the proceedings were more like a funeral than anything else. The crowning touch to his ill-nature was furnished by Tommy, who upon coming up and learning that Bill was to be his room-mate, gave way to a fit of the most unfeigned horror.

Theres another letter for you this morning, said the mate, as the skipper came out of his state-room buttoning up his waistcoat.

Another what? demanded the other, turning pale.

The mate jerked his thumb upwards. Old Ned has got it, he continued, I cant think whats come over the men.

The skipper dashed up on deck, and mechanically took the letter from Ned and read it through. He stood for some time like a man in a dream, and then stumbled down the focsle, and looked in all the bunks and even under the table, then he came up and stood by the hold with his head on one side. The men held their breath.

Whats the meaning of all this? he demanded at length, sitting limply on the hatch, with his eyes down.

Bad grub, sir, said Simpson, gaining courage from his manner; thats what well have to say when we get ashore.

Youre not to say a word about it? said the other, firing up.

Its our dooty, sir, said Ned impressively.

Look here now, said the skipper, and he looked at the remaining members of the crew entreatingly. Dont lets have no more suicides. The old meats gone now, and you can start the other, and when we get to port Ill ship in some fresh butter and vegetables. But I dont want you to say anything about the food being bad, or about these letters when we get to port. I shall simply say the two of em disappeared, an I want you to say the same.

It cant be done, sir, said Simpson, firmly.

The skipper rose and walked to the side. Would a fipun note make any difference? he asked in a low voice.

It ud make a little difference, said Ned cautiously.

The skipper looked up at Simpson. On the face of Simpson was an expression of virtuous arithmetical determination.

The skipper looked down again. Or a fipun note each? he said, in a low voice. I cant go beyond that.

Call it twenty pun and its a bargain, aint it, mates? said Simpson.

Ned said it was, and even the cook forgot his nervousness, and said it was evident the skipper must do the generous thing, and theyd stand by him.

Wheres the money coming from? inquired the mate as the skipper went down to breakfast, and discussed the matter with him. They wouldnt get nothing out of me!

The skylight was open; the skipper with a glance at it bent forward and whispered in his ear.

Wot! said the mate. He endeavoured to suppress his laughter with hot coffee and bacon, with the result that he had to rise from his seat, and stand patiently while the skipper dealt him some hearty thumps on the back.

With the prospect of riches before them the men cheerfully faced the extra work; the cook did the boys, while Ned and Simpson did Bills between them. When night came they removed the hatch again, and with a little curiosity waited to hear how their victims were progressing.

Wheres my dinner? growled Bill hungrily, as he drew himself up on deck.

Dinner! said Ned, in surprise; why, you aint got none.

Wot? said Bill ferociously.

You see the skipper only serves out for three now, said the cook.

Well, why didnt you save us some? de-manded the other.

There aint enough of it, Bill, there aint in-deed, said Ned. We have to do more work now, and there aint enough even for us. Youve got biscuit and water, havent you?

Bill swore at him.

I ve ad enough o this, he said fiercely. Im coming up, let the old man do what he likes. I dont care.

Dont do that, Bill, said the old man persuasively. Everythings going beautiful. You was quite right what you said about the old man. We was wrong. Hes skeered fearful, and hes going to give us twenty pun to say nothing about it when we get ashore.

Im going to have ten out o that, said Bill, brightening a little, and its worth it too, I get the orrors shut up down there all day.

Ay, ay, said Ned, with a side kick at the cook, who was about to question Bills method of division.

The old man sucked it all in beautiful, said the cook. Hes in a dreadful way. Hes got all your clothes and things, and the boys, and hes going to and em over to your friends. Its the best joke I ever heard.

Youre a fool! said Bill shortly, and lighting his pipe went and squatted in the bows to wrestle grimly with a naturally bad temper.

For the ensuing four days things went on smoothly enough. The weather being fair, the watch at night was kept by the men, and regularly they had to go through the unpleasant Jack-in-the-box experience of taking the lid off Bill. The sudden way he used to pop out and rate them about his sufferings and their callousness was extremely trying, and it was only by much persuasion and reminder of his share of the hush-money that they could persuade him to return again to his lair at daybreak.

Still undisturbed they rounded the Lands End. The day had been close and muggy, but towards night the wind freshened, and the schooner began to slip at a good pace through the water. The two prisoners, glad to escape from the stifling atmosphere of the hold, sat in the bows with an appetite which the air made only too keen for the preparations made to satisfy it.

Ned was steering, and the other two men having gone below and turned in, there were no listeners to their low complaints about the food.

Its a fools game, Tommy, said Bill, shaking his head.

Game? said Tommy, sniffing. Ow are we going to get away when we get to Northsea?

You leave that to me, said Bill. Old Ned seems to ha got a bad cough, he added.

Hes choking, I should think, said Tommy, leaning forward. Look! hes waving his hand at us.

Both sprang up hastily, but ere they could make any attempt to escape the skipper and mate emerged from the companion and walked towards them.

Look here, said the skipper, turning to the mate, and indicating the culprits with his hand; perhaps youll disbelieve in dreams now.

Strordinary! said the mate, rubbing his eyes, as Bill stood sullenly waiting events, while the miserable Tommy skulked behind him.

Ive heard o such things, continued the skipper, in impressive tones, but I never expected to see it. You cant say you havent seen a ghost now, Bob.

Strordinary! said the mate, shaking his head again. Lifelike!

The ships haunted, Ned, cried the skipper in hollow tones. Heres the sperrits o Bill and the boy standing agin the windlass.

The bewildered old seaman made no reply; the smaller spirit sniffed and wiped his nose on his cuff, and the larger one began to whistle softly.

Poor things! said the skipper, after they had discussed these extraordinary apparitions for some time. Can you see the windlass through the boy, Bob?

I can see through both of em, said the mate slyly.

They stayed on deck a little longer, and then coming to the conclusion that their presence on deck could do no good, and indeed seemed only to embarrass their visitors, went below again, leaving all hands a prey to the wildest astonishment.

Wots is little game? asked Simpson, coming cautiously up on deck.

Damned if I know, said Bill savagely.

He dont really think youre ghosts? suggested the cook feebly.

O course not, said Bill scornfully. Hes got some little game on. Well, Im going to my bunk. Youd better come too, Tommy. Well find out what it all means tomorrer, Ive no doubt.

On the morrow they received a little enlightenment, for after breakfast the cook came forward nervously to break the news that meat and vegetables had only been served out for three. Consternation fell upon all.

Ill go an see im, said Bill ravenously.

He found the skipper laughing heartily over something with the mate. At the seamans approach he stepped back and eyed him coolly.

Mornin, sir, said Bill, shuffling up. Wed like to know, sir, me an Tommy, whether we can have our rations for dinner served out now same as before?

Dinner? said the skipper in surprise. What do you want dinner for?

Eat, said Bill, eyeing him reproachfully.

Eat? said the skipper. Whats the good o giving dinner to a ghost? Why youve got nowhere to put it.

By dint of great self-control Bill smiled in a ghastly fashion, and patted his stomach.

All air, said the skipper turning away.

Can we have our clothes and things then? said Bill grinding his teeth. Ned says as how youve got em.

Certainly not, said the skipper. I take em home and give em to your next o kin. Thats the law, aint it, Bob?

It is, said the mate.

Theyll ave your effects and your pay up to the night you committed suicide, said the skipper.

We didnt commit sooicide, said Bill; how could we when were standing here?

Oh, yes, you did, said the other. Ive got your letters in my pocket to prove it; besides, if you didnt I should give you in charge for desertion directly we get to port.

He exchanged glances with the mate, and Bill, after standing first on one leg and then on the other, walked slowly away. For the rest of the morning he stayed below setting the smaller ghost a bad example in the way of language, and threatening his fellows with all sorts of fearful punishments.

Until dinner time the skipper heard no more of them, but he had just finished that meal and lit his pipe when he heard footsteps on the deck, and the next moment old Ned, hot and angry, burst into the cabin.

Bills stole our dinner, sir, he panted unceremoniously.

Who? inquired the skipper coldly.

Bill, sir, Bill Smith, replied Ned.

Who? inquired the skipper more coldly than before.

The ghost o Bill Smith, growled Ned, cor-recting himself savagely, has took our dinner away, an him an the ghost o Tommy Brown is a sitting down and boltin of it as fast as they can bolt.

Well, I dont see what I can do, said the skipper lazily. Whatd you let em for?

You know what Bill is, sir, said Ned. Im an old man, cooks no good, and unless Simpson has a bit o raw beef for his eyes, he wont be able to see for a week.

Rubbish! said the skipper jocularly. Dont tell me, three men all afraid o one ghost. I shant interfere. Dont you know what to do?

No, sir, said Ned eagerly.

Go up and read the prayer-book to him, and hell vanish in a cloud of smoke, said the skipper.

Ned gazed at him for a moment speechlessly, and then going up on deck leaned over the side and swore himself faint. The cook and Simpson came up and listened respectfully, contenting themselves with an occasional suggestion when the old mans memory momentarily failed him.

For the rest of the voyage the two culprits suffered all the inconvenience peculiar to a loss of citizenship. The skipper blandly ignored them, and on two or three occasions gave great offence by attempting to walk through Bill as he stood on the deck. Speculation was rife in the focsle as to what would happen when they got ashore, and it was not until Northsea was sighted that the skipper showed his hand. Then he appeared on deck with their effects done up neatly in two bundles, and pitched them on the hatches. The crew stood and eyed him expectantly.

Ned, said the skipper sharply.

Sir, said the old man.

As soon as were made fast, said the other, I want you to go ashore for me and fetch an undertaker and a policeman. I cant quite make up my mind which I want.

Ay, ay, sir, murmured the old man.

The skipper turned away, and seizing the helm from the mate, took the ship in. He was so intent upon his business that he appeared not to notice the movements of Bill and Tommy as they edged nervously towards their bundles, and waited impatiently for the schooner to get alongside the quay. Then he turned to the mate and burst into a loud laugh as the couple, bending suddenly, snatched up their bundles, and, clambering up the side, sprang ashore and took to their heels. The mate laughed, too, and a faint but mirthless echo came from the other end of the schooner.


A DISCIPLINARIAN

Theres no doubt about it, said the night watchman, but what dissiplines a very good thing, but it dont always act well. For instance, I aint allowed to smoke on this wharf, so when I want a pipe I either ave to go over to the Queens ed, or sit in a lighter. If Im in the Queens ed, I can look arter the wharf, an once when I was sitting in a lighter smoking, the chap come aboard an cast off afore I knew what he was doing, and took me all the way to Greenwich. He said hed often played that trick on watchmen.

The worst man for dissipline I ever shipped with was Capn Tasker, of the Lapwing. Hed got it on the brain bad. He was a prim, clean-shaved man except for a little side whisker, an always used to try an look as much like a naval officer as possible.

I never ad no sort of idea what he was like when I jined the ship, an he was quite quiet and peaceable until we was out on the open water. Then the cloven hoof showed itself, an he kicked one o the men for coming on deck with a dirty face, an though the man told him he never did wash becos his skin was so delikit, he sent the bosen to turn the hose on him.

The bosen seemed to take a hand in everything. We used to do everything by his whistle, it was never out of his mouth scarcely, and Ive known that man to dream of it o nights, and sit up in his sleep an try an blow his thumb. He whistled us to swab decks, whistled us to grub, whistled us to every blessed thing.

Though we didnt belong to any regler line, wed got a lot o passengers aboard, going to the Cape, an they thought a deal o the skipper. There was one young leftenant aboard who said he reminded him o Nelson, an him an the skipper was as thick as two thieves. Nice larky young chap he was, an more than one o the crew tried to drop things on him from aloft when he wasnt looking.

Every morning at ten we was inspected by the skipper, but that wasnt enough for the leftenant, and he persuaded the old man to drill us. He said it would do us good an amuse the passengers, an we ad to do all sorts o silly things with our arms an legs, an twice he walked the skipper to the other end of the ship, leaving twenty-three sailormen bending over touching their toes, an wondering whether theyd ever stand straight again.

The very worst thing o the lot was the boat-drill. A chap might be sitting comfortably at his grub, or having a pipe in his bunk, when the bosens whistle would scream out to him that the ship was sinking, an the passengers drownding, and he was to come an git the boats out an save em. Nice sort o game it was, too. We had to run like mad with kegs o water an bags o biscuit, an then run the boats out an launch em. All the men were told off to certain boats, an the passengers too. The only difference was, if a passenger didnt care about taking a hand in the game, he didnt, but we had to.

One o the passengers who didnt play was Major Miggens. He was very much agin it, an called it tomfoolery; he never would go to his boat, but used to sit and sneer all the time.

Its only teaching the men to cut an run, he said to the skipper one day; if there ever was any need theyd run to the boats an leave us here. Dont tell me.

Thats not the way I should ha expected to hear you speak of British sailors, major, ses the skipper rather huffy.

British swearers? ses the major, sniffing. You dont hear their remarks when that whistle is blown. Its enough to bring a judgment on the ship.

If you can point em out to me Ill punish em, says the skipper very warmly.

Im not going to point em out, ses the major. I symperthise with em too much. They dont get any of their beauty sleep, pore chaps, an they want it, every one of em.

I thought that was a very kind remark o the major to make, but o course some of the wimmin larfed. I spose they think men dont want beauty sleep, as its called.

I heard the leftenant sympathising with the skipper arter that. He said the major was simply jealous because the men drilled so beautifully, an then they walked aft, the leftenant talking very earnest an the skipper shaking his head at something he was saying.

It was just two nights arter this. Id gone below an turned in when I began to dream that the major had borrowed the bosens whistle an was practising on it. I remember thinking in my sleep what a comfort it was it was only the major, when one of the chaps give me a dig in the back an woke me.

Tumble up, ses he, the ships a-fire.

I rushed up on deck, an there was no mistake about who was blowing the whistle. The bell was jangling horrible, smoke was rolling up from the hatches, an some of the men was dragging out the hose an tripping up the passengers with it as they came running up on deck. The noise and confusion was fearful.

Out with the boats, ses Tom Hall to me, dont you hear the whistle?

What, aint we going to try an put the fire out? I ses.

Obey orders, ses Tom, thats what weve got to do, an the sooner were away the better. You know whats in her.

We ran to the boats then, an, I must say, we got em out well, and the very fust person to git into mine was the major in his piejammers; arter all the others was in we ad im out agin. He didnt belong to our boat, an dissipline is dissipline any day.

Afore we could git clear o the ship, however, he came yelling to the side an said his boat had gone, an though we prodded him with our oars he lowered himself over the side and dropped in.

Fortunately for us it was a lovely clear night; there was no moon, but the stars were very bright. The engines had stopped, an the old ship sat on the water scarcely moving. Another boat was bumping up against ours, and two more came creeping round the bows from the port side an jined us.

Whos in command? calls out the major.

I am, ses the first mate very sharp-like from one of the boats.

Wheres the capn then? called out an old lady from my boat o the name o Prendergast.

Hes standing by the ship, ses the mate.

Doing what?, ses Mrs. Prendergast, looking at the water as though she expected to see the skipper standing there.

Hes going down with the ship, ses one o the chaps.

Then Mrs. Prendergast asked somebody to be kind enough to lend her a handkerchief, becos she had left her pocket behind aboard ship, and began to sob very bitter.

Just a simple British sailor, ses she, snivelling, going down with his ship. There he is. Look! On the bridge.

We all looked, an then some o the other wimmin wanted to borrer handkerchiefs. I lent one of em a little cotton waste, but she was so unpleasant about its being a trifle oily that she forgot all about crying, and said shed tell the mate about me as soon as ever we got ashore.

Ill remember him in my prayers, ses one o the wimmin who was crying comfortable in a big red bandana belonging to one o the men.

All England shall ring with his deed, ses another.

Sympathys cheap, ses one of the men passengers solemnly. If we ever reach land we must all band together to keep his widow an orphans.

Hear, hear, cries everybody.

And well put up a granite tombstone to his memory, ses Mrs. Prendergast.

Spose we pull back to the ship an take him off, ses a gentleman from another boat. Im thinking it ud come cheaper, an perhaps the puir mon would really like it better himself.

Shame, ses most of em; an I reely bleeve theyd worked theirselves up to that pitch theyd ha felt disappointed if the skipper had been saved.

We pulled along slowly, the mates boat leading, looking back every now and then at the old ship, and wondering when she would go off, for shed got that sort of stuff in her hold which ud send her up with a bang as soon as the fire got to it; an we was all waiting for the shock.

Do you know where were going, Mr. Bunce, calls out the major.

Yes, ses the mate.

Whats the nearest land? asks the major.

Bout a thousand miles, ses the mate.

Then the major went into figures, an worked out that it ud take us about ten days to reach land and three to reach the bottom o the water kegs. He shouted that out to the mate; an the young leftenant what was in the mates boat smoking a big cigar said thered be quite a run on granite tombstones. He said it was a blessed thing he had disinherited his children for marrying agin his wishes, so there wouldnt be any orphans left to mourn for him.

Some o the wimmin smiled a little at this, an old Mrs. Prendergast shook so that she made the boat rock. We got quite cheerful somehow, and one of the other men spoke up and said that owing to his only having reckoned two pints to the gallon, the majors fingers wasnt to be relied, upon.

We got more cheerful then, and we was beginning to look on it as just a picnic, when Im blest if the mates boat didnt put about and head for the ship agin.

There was a commotion then if you like, everybody talking and laughing at once; and Mrs. Prendergast said that such a thing as one single-handed capn staying behind to go down with his ship, and then putting the fire out all by himself after his men had fled, had never been heard of before, an she said it never would be again. She said he must be terribly burnt, and hed have to be put to bed and wrapped up in oily rags.

It didnt take us long to get aboard again, and the ladies fairly mobbed the skipper. Tom Hall swore as ow Mrs. Prendergast tried to kiss him, an the fuss they made of him was ridiculous. I heard the clang of the telegraph in the engine-room soon as the boats was hoisted up, the engines started, and off we went again.

Speech, yells out somebody. Speech. Bravo! ses the others. Bravo! Then the skipper stood up an made em a nice little speech. First of all he thanked em for their partiality and kindness shewn to him, and the orderly way in which they had left the ship. He said it reflected credit on all concerned, crew and passengers, an no doubt they d be surprised when he told them that there hadnt been any fire at all, but that it was just a test to make sure that the boat drill was properly understood.

He was quite right about them being surprised, Noisy, too, they was, an the things they said about the man theyd just been wanting to give granite tombstones to was simply astonishing. It would have taken a whole cemetery o tombstones to put down all they said about him, and then theyd ha had to cut the letters small.

I vote we have an indignation meeting in the saloon to record our disgust at the capns behaviour, ses the major fiercely. I beg to propose that Mr. Macpherson take the chair.

I second that, ses another, fierce-like.

I beg to propose the major instead, ses somebody else in a heavy off-hand sort o way; Mr. Macphersons boat not having come back yet.

At first everybody thought he was joking, but when they found he was really speaking the truth the excitement was awful. Fortunately as Mrs. Prendergast remarked, there was no ladies in the boat, but there was several men passengers. We were doing a good thirteen knots an hour, but we brought up at once, an then we ad the most lovely firework display I ever see aboard ship in my life. Blue lights and rockets and guns going all night, while we cruised slowly about, and the passengers sat on deck arguing as to whether the skipper would be hung or imprisoned for life.

It was daybreak afore we sighted them, just a little speck near the skyline, an we bore down on them for all we was worth. Half an hour later they was alongside, an of all the chilly, miserable-looking men I ever see they was the worst.

They had to be helped up the side amost, and they was so grateful it was quite affecting, until the true state o things was explained to them. It seemed to change em wonderful, an after Mr. Macpherson had had three cups o hot coffee an four glasses o brandy he took the chair at the indignation meeting, an went straight off to sleep in it. They woke him up three times, but he was so cross about it that the ladies had to go away an the meeting was adjourned.

I dont think it ever came to much after all, nobody being really hurt, an the skipper being so much upset they felt sort o sorry for im.

The rest of the passage was very quiet an comfortable, but o course it all came out at the other end, an the mate brought the ship home. Some o the chaps said the skipper was a bit wrong in the ed, and, while Im not gainsaying that, its my firm opinion that he was persuaded to do what he did by that young leftenant. As I said afore, he was a larky young chap, an very fond of a joke if he didnt have to pay for it.


BROTHER HUTCHINS

Ive got a friend coming down with us this trip, George, said the master of the Wave as they sat on deck after tea watching the river. One of our new members, Brother Hutchins.

From the Mission, I spose? said the mate coldly.

From the Mission, confirmed the skipper. Youll like him, George; hes been one o the greatest rascals that ever breathed.

Well, I dont know what you mean, said the mate, looking up indignantly.

Hes ad a most interestin life, said the skipper; hes been in half the jails of England. To hear im talk is as good as reading a book, And es as merry as they make em.

Oh, and is e going to give us prayers afore breakfast like that fat-necked, white-faced old rascal what came down with us last summer and stole my boots? demanded the mate.

He never stole em, George, said the skipper.

If yod eard that man cry when I mentioned to im your unjust suspicions, youd never have forgiven yourself. He told em at the meetin, an they had prayers for you.

You an your Mission are a pack o fools, said the mate scornfully. Youre always being done. A man comes to you an ses es found grace, and you find im a nice, easy, comfortable living. E sports a bit of blue ribbon and a red nose at the same time. Dont tell me. You ask me why I dont join you, and I tell you its because I dont want to lose my common sense.

Youll know better one o these days, George, said the skipper, rising. I earnestly hope youll ave some great sorrow or affliction, something almost too great for you to bear. Its the only thing thatll save you.

I expect that fat chap what stole my boots would like to see it too, said the mate.

He would, said the skipper solemnly. He said so.

The mate got up, fuming and knocking his pipe out with great violence against the side of the schooner, stamped up and down the deck two or three times, and then, despairing of regaining his accustomed calm on board, went ashore.

It was late when he returned. A light burnt in the cabin, and the skipper with his spectacles on was reading aloud from an old number of the Evangelical Magazine to a thin, white-faced man dressed in black.

Thats my mate, said the skipper, looking up from his book.

Is he one of our band? inquired the stranger.

The skipper shook his head despondently.

Not yet, said the stranger encouragingly.

Seen too many of em, said the mate bluntly. The more I see of em, the less I like em. It makes me feel wicked to look at em.

Ah, that aint you speaking now, its the Evil One, said Mr. Hutchins confidently.

I spose you know im pretty well, said the mate simply.

I lived with him thirty years, said Mr. Hutchins solemnly, then I got tired of him.

I should think he got a bit sick too, said the mate. Thirty days ud ha been too long for me.

He went to his berth to give Mr. Hutchins time to frame a suitable reply and returned with a full bottle of whisky and a tumbler, and having drawn the cork with a refreshing pop, mixed himself a stiff glass and lit his pipe. Mr. Hutchins with a deep groan gazed reproachfully at the skipper and shook his head at the bottle.

You know I dont like you to bring that filthy stuff in the cabin, George, said the skipper.

Its not for me, said the mate flippantly. Its for the Evil One. He ses the sight of his old pal Utchins as turned his stomach.

He glanced at the stranger and saw to his astonishment that he appeared to be struggling with a strong desire to laugh. His lips tightened and his shifty little eyes watered, but he conquered himself in a moment, and rising to his feet delivered a striking address  in favor of teetotalism. He condemned whisky as not only wicked, but unnecessary, declaring with a side glance at the mate that two acidulated drops dissolved in water were an excellent substitute.

The sight of the whisky appeared to madden him, and the skipper sat spell-bound at his eloquence, until at length, after apostrophising the bottle in a sentence which left him breathless, he snatched it up and dashed it to pieces on the floor.

For a moment the mate was struck dumb with fury, then with a roar he leaped up and rushed for the lecturer, but the table was between them, and before he could get over it the skipper sprang up and seizing him by the arm, pushed him into the state-room.

Lea go, foamed the mate. Let me get at him.

George, said the skipper, still striving with him, Im ashamed of you.

Ashamed, be damned, yelled the mate struggling. What did he chuck my whisky away for?

Hes a saint, said the skipper, relaxing his hold as he heard Mr. Hutchins lock himself in. Hes a saint, George. Seein is beautiful words ad no effect on you, he ad recourse to strong measures.

Wait till I get hold of im, said the mate menacingly. Only wait, Ill saint im.

Is he better, dear friend? came the voice of Mr. Hutchins from beyond the door, because I forgot the tumbler.

Come out, roared the mate, come out and upset it.

Mr. Hutchins declined the invitation, but from behind the door pleaded tearfully with the mate to lead a better life, and even rebuked the skipper for allowing the bottle of sin to be produced in the cabin. The skipper took the rebuke humbly, and after requesting Mr. Hutchins to sleep in the state-room that night in order to frustrate the evident designs of the mate, went on deck for a final look round and then came below and turned in himself.

The crew of the schooner were early astir next morning getting under way, but Mr. Hutchins kept his bed, although the mate slipped down to the cabin several times and tapped at his door. When he did come up the mate was at the wheel and the men down below getting breakfast.

Sleep well? inquired Mr. Hutchins softly, as he took a seat on the hatches, a little distance from him.

Ill let you know when I havent got this wheel, said the mate sourly.

Do, said Mr. Hutchins genially. We shall see you at our meeting to-night? he asked blandly.

The mate disdained to reply, but his wrath when at Mr. Hutchins request the cabin was invaded by the crew that evening, cannot be put into words.

For three nights they had what Mr. Hutchins described as love-feasts, and the mate as blamed bear-gardens. The crew were not particularly partial to hymns, considered as such, but hymns shouted out with the full force of their lungs while sharing the skippers hymn book appealed to them strongly. Besides, it maddened the mate, and to know that they were defying their superior, and at the same time doing good to their own souls, was very sweet. The boy, whose voice was just breaking, got off some surprising effects, and seemed to compass about five octaves without distress.

When they were exhausted with singing Mr. Hutchins would give them a short address, generally choosing as his subject a strong, violent-tempered man given to drink and coarse language. The speaker proved conclusively that a man who drank would do other things in secret, and he pictured this man going home and beating his wife because she reproached him for breaking open the childrens money-box to spend the savings on Irish whisky. At every point he made he groaned, and the crew, as soon as they found they might groan too, did so with extraordinary gusto, the boys groans being weird beyond conception.

They reached Plymouth where they had to put out a few cases of goods, just in time to save the mates reason, for the whole ship, owing to Mr. Hutchins zeal was topsy turvy. The ships cat sat up all one night cursing him and a blue ribbon he had tied round her neck, and even the battered old tea-pot came down to meals bedizened with bows of the same proselytising hue.

By the time they had got to their moorings it was too late to take the hatches off, and the crew sat gazing longingly at the lights ashore. Their delight when the visitor obtained permission for them to go ashore with him for a little stroll was unbounded, and they set off like schoolboys.

They couldnt be with a better man, said the skipper, as the party moved off; when I think of the good that mans done in under four days it makes me ashamed of myself.

You had better ship im as mate, said George. Thered be a pair of you then.

Theres greater work for im to do, said the skipper solemnly.

He saw the mates face in the waning light and moved off with a sigh. The mate, for his part, leaned against the side smoking, and as the skipper declined to talk on any subject but Mr. Hutchins, relapsed into a moody silence until the return of the crew some two hours later.

Mr. Hutchins is coming on after, sir, said the boy. He told us to say he was paying a visit to a friend.

Whats the name of the pub? asked the mate quietly.

If you cant speak without showing your nasty temper, George, youd better hold your tongue, said the skipper severely. Whats your opinion about Mr. Hutchins, my lads?

A more open arted man never breathed, said Dan, the oldest of the crew, warmly.

Best feller I ever met in my life, said another.

You hear that? said the skipper.

I hear, said the mate.

Es a Christian, said the boy. I never knew what a Christian was before I met im. What do you think e give us.

Give you? said the skipper.

A pound cash, said the boy. A golden sovring each. Tork about Christians! I wish I knew a few more of em.

Well I never! exclaimed the gratified skipper.

An the way e did it was so nice, said the oldest seamen. E ses, thats from me an the skipper, e ses. Thank the skipper for it as much as me, e ses.

Well now, dont waste it, said the skipper.

I should bank it if I was you. Itll make a nice little nest-egg.

I ope it was come by honest, thats all, said the mate.

O course it was, cried the skipper. Youve got a ard, cruel art, George. Praps if it ad been a little softer youd ave ad one too.

Blast is sovrings, said the surly mate. Id like to know where he got em from, an wot e means by saying it come from you as much as im. I never knew you to give money away.

I spose, said the skipper very softly, he means that I put such like thought s into is art. Well, youd better turn in, my lads. We start work at four.

The hands went forward, and the skipper and mate descended to the cabin and prepared for sleep. The skipper set a lamp on the table ready for Mr. Hutchins when he should return, and after a short inward struggle bade the mate good-night, and in a couple of minutes was fast asleep.

At four oclock the mate woke suddenly to find the skipper standing by his berth. The lamp still stood burning on the table, fighting feebly against the daylight which was pouring in through the skylight.

Not turned up yet? said the mate, with a glance at the visitors empty berth.

The skipper shook his head spiritlessly and pointed to the table. The mate following his finger, saw a small canvas bag, and by the side of it fourpence halfpenny in coppers and an unknown amount in brace buttons.

There was twenty-three pounds freight money in that bag when we left London, said the skipper, finding his voice at last.

Well, what do you thinks become of it? inquired the mate, taking up the lamp and blowing it out.

I cant think, said the skipper, myeds all confused. Bro  Mr. Hutchins aint come back yet.

I spose he was late and didnt like to disturb you, said the mate without moving a muscle, but Ive no doubt es all right. Dont you worry about him.

Its very strange where its gone, George, faltered the skipper, very strange.

Well, Utchins is a generous sort o chap, said the mate, e give the men five pounds for nothing, so perhaps hell give you something  when e comes back.

Go an ask the crew to come down here, said the skipper, sinking on a locker and gazing at the brazen collection before him.

The mate obeyed, and a few minutes afterwards returned with the men, who swarming into the cabin, listened sympathetically as the skipper related his loss.

Its a mystery which nobody can understand, sir, said old Dan when he had finished, and its no use tryin.

One o them things what wont never be cleared up properly, said the cook comfortably.

Well, I dont like to say it, said the skipper, but I must. The only man who could have taken it was Hutchins.

Wot, sir, said Dan, that blessed man! Why, Id laugh at the idea.

He couldnt do it, said the boy, not if he tried he couldnt. He was too good.

Hes taken that twenty-three poun, said the skipper deliberately; eighteen, well call it, because Im goin to have five of it back.

Youre labourin under a great mistake, sir, said Dan ambiguously.

Are you going to give me that money? said the skipper loudly.

Beggin your pardon, sir, no, said the cook, speaking for the rest as he put his foot on the companion-ladder. Brother Utchins gave us that money for singing them ims so well. E said so, and we aint ad no call to think as it warnt honestly come by. Nothing could ever make us think that, would it, mates?

Nothing, said the others with exemplary firmness. It couldnt be done.

They followed the cook up on deck, and leaning over the side, gazed in a yearning fashion toward the place where they had last seen their benefactor. Then, with a sorrowful presentiment that they could never look upon his like again, they turned away and prepared for the labours of the day.


THE DISBURSEMENT SHEET

The old man was dead, and his son Edward reigned in his stead. The old man had risen from an humble position in life; his rule was easy, and his manner of conducting business eminently approved of by the rough old seamen who sailed his small craft round the coast, and by that sharp clerk Simmons, on whose discovery the old man was wont, at times, to hug himself in secret. The proceedings, when one of his skippers came home from a voyage, were severely simple. The skipper would produce a bag, and, emptying it upon the table, give an account of his voyage; whenever he came to an expenditure, raking the sum out of the heap, until, at length, the cash was divided into two portions, one of which went to the owner, the other to the skipper.

But other men other manners. The books of the inimitable Simmons being overhauled, revealed the startling fact that they were kept by single entry; in addition to which, a series of dots and dashes appeared against the figures, forming a code, the only key to which was locked up somewhere in Simmonss interior.

Its a wonder the firm hasnt gone bankrupt long ago, said the new governor, after the clerk had explained the meaning of various signs and wonders. What does this starfish against the entry mean?

It isnt a starfish, sir, said Simmons; it means that one bag of sugar got wetted a little; then, if the consigners notice it, we shall know we have got to allow for it.

A pretty way of doing business, upon my word. Itll all have to be altered, said the other. I must have new offices too; this dingy little hole is enough to frighten people away.

The conversation was interrupted by the entrance of Captain Fazackerly, of the schooner Sarah Ann, who, having just brought up in the river, had hastened to the office to report.

Mornin, sir, said the captain respectfully; Im glad to see you here, sir, but the office dont seem real like without your father sitting in it. He was a good master, and were all sorry to lose him.

Youre very good, said the new master somewhat awkwardly.

I expect itll take some time for you to get into the way of it, said the captain with a view to giving the conversation a more cheerful turn.

I expect it will, said the new master, thinking of the starfish.

Its a mercy Simmons was not took too, said the captain, shaking his head. As it is, hes spared; hell be able to teach you. There aint  he lowered his voice, not wishing to make Simmons unduly proud there aint a smarter clerk in all Liverpool than wot he is.

Im glad to hear it, said the new master, regarding the old man with raised eyebrows, as he extricated a plethoric-looking canvas bag from his jacket pocket and dropped it with a musical crash on the chipped office table. His eyebrows went still higher, as the old man unfastened the string, and emptying the contents on to the table, knitted his brows into reflective wrinkles, and began to debit the firm with all the liabilities of a slow but tenacious memory.

Oh, come, said the owner sharply, as the old man lovingly hooked out the sum of five-and-sixpence as a first instalment, this wont do, capn.

Wot wont do, Masr Edward? inquired the old man in surprise.

Why this way of doing business, said the other. Its not business-like at all, you know.

Well, its the way me an your pore old father has done it this last thirty year, said the skipper, an Im sure Ive never knowingly cheated him out of a hapenny; and a better man o business than your father never breathed.

Yes; well, Im going to do things a bit differently, said the new master. You must give me a proper disbursement sheet, capn, if you please.

And what may that be? inquired Captain Fazackerly as, with great slowness, he gathered, up the money and replaced it in the bag; I never heard of it afore.

Well, I havent got time to teach you bookkeeping, said the other, somewhat nettled at the old mans manner. Cant you get some of your brother captains to show you? Some deep-sea man would be sure to know.

Ill see what I can do, sir, said the skipper slowly as he turned towards the door. My word was always good enough for your father.

In a moody, indignant frame of mind he stuck his hands furiously in his trousers pockets, and passed heavily through the swing-doors. At other times he had been wont to take a genial, if heavy interest in passing events; but, in this instance, he plodded on, dwelling darkly upon his grievance, until he reached, by the mere force of habit, a certain favourite tavern. He pulled up sharply, and, as a mere matter of duty and custom, and not because he wanted it, went in and ordered a glass of gin.

He drank three, and was so hazy in his replies to the young lady behind the bar, usually a prime favourite, that she took offence, and availing herself, for private reasons, of a public weapon, coldly declined to served him with a fourth.

Wot? said the astounded Fazackerly, coming out of his haze.

Youve had enough! said the girl firmly, You get aboard again, and mind haw you do so.

The skipper gazed at her for a moment in open-mouthed horror, and then jamming his hat firmly over his brows, stumbled out of the door and into the street, where he ran full into the arms of another mariner who was just entering.

Why, Zacky, my boy, cried the latter, clapping him lustily on the back, how goes it?

In broken indignant accents the other told him.

You come in with me, said the newcomer.

Ill never enter that pub again, said the skipper.

You come in with me, said the master-mind firmly.

Captain Fazackerly hesitated a moment, and then, feeling that he was safe in the hands of the master of a foreign-going barque, followed him into the bar, and from behind his back glared defiantly at his fair foe.

Two glasses o gin, my dear, said Captain Tweedie with the slightest possible emphasis.

The girl, who knew her customer, served him without a murmur, deftly avoiding the gaze of ungenerous triumph with which the injured captain favoured her as he raised the cooling beverage to his lips. The glass emptied, he placed it on the counter and sighed despondently.

Theres something up with you, Zacky, said Tweedie, eyeing him closely as he bit the end off a cigar; youve got something on your mind.

Ive been crool hurt, said his friend in a hard, cold voice. My word aint good enough for the new guvnor; he wants what he calls a disbursement sheet.

Well, give him one, said Tweedie. You know what it is, dont you?

Captain Fazackerly shook his head, and pushing the glasses along the counter nodded for them to be refilled.

You come aboard with me, said Tweedie after they had emptied them.

Captain Fazackerly, who had a doglike faith in his friend, followed him into the street and on to his barque. In a general way he experienced a social rise when he entered the commodious cabin of that noble craft, and his face grew in importance as his host, after motioning him to a seat, placed a select array of writing materials before him.

I spose Ive got to do it, he said slowly.

Of course you have, said Tweedie, rolling his cigar between his thin lips; youve got orders to do so, havent you? We must all obey those above us. What would you do if one of your men refused to obey an order of yours?

Hit him in the face, said Captain Fazackerly with simple directness.

Just so, said Tweedie, who was always ready to impart moral teaching. And when your governor asks for a disbursement sheet youve got to give him one. Now, then, head that paper  Voyage of the Sarah Ann, 180 tons register, Garston Docks to Limerick.

The captain squared his elbows, and, for a few seconds, nothing was heard but his stertorous breathing and the scratching of the pen; then a muttered execration, and Captain Fazackerly put down his pen with a woe-begone air.

Whats the matter? said Tweedie.

Ive spelt register without the d. said the other; thats what comes o being worried.

It dont matter, said Tweedie hastily. Now what about stores? Wait a bit though; of course ye repaired your side-lamps before starting?

Lor, no! said Captain Fazackerly, staring; what for? They were all right.

Ye lie, said Tweedie sternly, you did! To repairs to side-lamps, ten shillings. Now then, did you paint her this trip?

I did, said the other, looking at the last entry in a fascinated fashion.

Lets see, said Tweedie meditatively well say five gallons of black varnish at one shilling and threepence a gallon  

No, no, said the scribe; I used gas tar at threepence a gallon.

Five gallons black varnish, one shilling and threepence a gallon, six-and-threepence, said Tweedie, raising his voice a little; have you got that down?

After a prolonged struggle with his feelings the other said he had.

Twenty-eight pounds black paint at twopence a pound, continued Tweedie.

Nay, nay, said the skipper; I allus saves the soot out of the galley for that.

The other captain took his cigar from his lips and gazed severely at his guest.

Am I dealing with a chimney-sweep or a ships captain? he inquired plaintively; it would simplify matters a bit if I knew.

Go on, Captain Tweedie, said the other, turning a fine purple colour; how much did you say it was?

Twenty-eight twos equals fifty-six; thats four-and-ninepence, continued Tweedie, his face relaxing to receive the cigar again; and twenty-eight pounds white lead at twenty-eight shillings a hundredweight  

Three pennorth o whitings good enough for me, matey, said Captain Fazackerly, making a stand.

See here, said Tweedie, whos making out this disbursement sheet, you or me?

You are, said the other.

Very good then, said his friend; now dont you interrupt. I dont mind telling you, you must never use rubbish o that sort in a disbursement sheet. It looks bad for the firm. If any other owners saw that in your old mans sheet hed never hear the end of it, and hed never forgive you. Thatll be  what did I say? Seven shillings. And now we come to the voyage. Ye had a tug to give ye a pluck out to the bar.

No; we went out with a fair wind, said Captain Fazackerly, toying with his pen.

Ye lie; ye had a tug out to the bar, repeated Tweedie wearily. Did ye share the towing?

Why, no, I telle  

Thatll be three pounds then, said Tweedie.

If yed shared it it would have been two pound ten. You should always study your owner in these matters, capn. Now, what about bad weather? Any repairs to the sails?

Ay, we had a lot o damage, said Fazackerly, laying down his pen; it took us days to repair em. Cost us four pounds. We had to put into Holyhead for shelter.

Four pounds, said Tweedie, his voice rising almost to a scream.

Ay, all that, said Fazackerly very solemnly.

Look here, said Tweedie in a choked voice. Blown away fore lower topsail, forestaysail, and carried away lifts to staysail. To sailmaker for above, eleven pounds eighteen shillings and ten-pence. Then ye say ye put into Holyhead for shelter. Well, here in entering harbor well say loss of port anchor and thirty fathoms of chain cable  

Man alive, said the overwrought skipper, hitting the table heavily with his fist, the old anchors there for him to see.

To divers recovering same, and placing on deck, two pound ten, continued Tweedie, raising his voice. Did you do any damage going into dock at Limerick?

More than weve done for years, said Fazackerly, and shaking his head, entered into voluminous details; total, seven pounds.

Seven pounds, said the exasperated Tweedie. Seven pounds for all that, and your insurance dont begin till twenty-five pounds. Why, damme, you aint fit to be trusted out with a ship. I firmly blieve if you lost her youd send in a bill for a suit of clothes, and call it square. Now take this down, and larn a business way o doing things. In entering dock, carried away starboard cathead and started starboard chain plates; held survey of damage done: decided to take off channel bends, renew through bolts, straighten plates and replace same; also to renew cathead and caulk ships side in wake of plate, six seams, etc., etc. There, now, that looks better. Twenty-seven pounds eighteen and sevenpence halfpenny, and I think, for all that damage, its a very reasonable bill. Can you remember anything else?

Youve got a better memory than I have, said his admiring friend. Wait a bit though; yes, I had my poor old dog washed overboard.

Dog! said the deep-sea man; we cant put dogs in a disbursement sheet. Taint business.

My old master would have given me another one, though, grumbled Fazackerly. I wouldnt ha parted with that dog for anything. He knew as much as you or me, that dog did. I never knew him to bite an officer, but I dont think there was ever a man came on the ship but what hed have a bit out of, sooner or later.

Them sort of dogs do get washed overboard, said Tweedie impatiently.

Boys he couldnt abear, pursued the other, in tones of tender reminiscence; the mere sight of a boarding-school of em out for a walk would give him hydrophoby almost.

Just so, said Tweedie. Ah! theres cork fenders; ye may pick them up floating down the river, or they may come aboard in the night from a craft alongside; theyre changeable sort o things, but in the disbursement sheet they must go, and best quality too, four-and-sixpence each. Any thing else?

Theres the dog, said Fazackerly persistently.

Copper nails, tenpence, said Tweedie the dictator.

Havent bought any for months, said the other, but slowly entering it.

Well, it aint exactly right, said Tweedie, shrugging his shoulders, but youre so set on him going in.

Him? Who? asked Captain Fazackerly, staring.

The dog, said Tweedie; if he goes in as copper nails, he wont be noticed.

If he goes in as tenpence, Im a Dutchman, said the bereaved owner, scoring out the copper nails. You never knew that dog properly, Tweedie.

Well, never mind about the dog, said Tweedie; lets cast the sheet. What do you think it comes to?

Bout thirty pun, hazarded the other.

Thirty fiddlesticks, retorted Tweedie; there you are in black and white  sixty-three pounds eighteen shillings and tenpence hapenny.

And is that what Masr Edward wants? inquired Captain Fazackerly gasping.

Yes; thats a properly drawn up disbursement sheet, said Tweedie in satisfied tones. You see how it simplifies matters. The governor can see at a glance how things stand, while, if you trusted to your memory, you might forget something, or else claim something you didnt have.

I ought to have had them things afore, said Captain Fazackerly, shaking his head solemnly. Id ha been riding in my carriage by now.

Never ye dream of having another vyge without one, said Tweedie. I doubt whether its lawful to render an account without one.

He folded the paper, and handed it to his friend, who, after inspecting it with considerable pride, tucked it carefully away in his breast pocket.

Take it up in the morning, said Tweedie. Well have a bit o tea down here, and then well go round a bit afterwards.

Captain Fazackerly having no objection, they had tea first, and then, accompanied by the first mate, went out to christen the disbursement sheet. The ceremony, which was of great length, was solemnly impressive towards the finish. Captain Tweedie, who possessed a very sensitive, highly-strung nature, finding it necessary to put a licensed victualler out of his own house before it could be completed to his satisfaction.

The one thing which Captain Fazackerly remembered clearly the next morning when he awoke was the disbursement sheet. He propped It against the coffee-pot during breakfast, and read selections to his admiring mate, and after a refreshing toilet, proceeded to the office. Simmons was already there, and before the skipper could get to the purpose of his visit, the head of the firm arrived.

Ive just brought the disbursement sheet you asked for, sir, said the skipper, drawing it from his pocket.

Ah! youve got it then, said the new governor, with a gracious smile; you see it wasnt so much trouble after all.

I dont mind the trouble, sir, interrupted Captain Fazackerly.

You see it puts things on a better footing, said the other. I can see at a glance now how things stand, and Simmons can enter the items straight away into the books of the firm. Its more satisfactory to both of us. Sit down, capn.

The captain sat down, his face glowing with this satisfactory recognition of his work.

I met Capn Hargreaves as I was a-coming up, he said; and I explained to him your ideas on the subject, an he went straight back, as straight as he could go, to make out his disbursement sheet.

Ah! we shall soon have things on a better footing now, said the governor, unfolding the paper, while the skipper gazed abstractedly through the small, dirty panes of the office window at the bustle on the quay below.

For a short space there was silence in the office, broken only by the half-audible interjections of the reader. Then he spoke.

Simmons! he said sharply.

The old clerk slipped from his stool, and obeying the motions of his employer, inspected, in great astonishment, the first disbursement sheet which had ever entered the office. He read through every item in an astonished whisper, and, having finished, followed the governors example and gazed at the heavy figure by the window.

Captain Fazackerly, said his employer, at length, breaking a painful silence.

Sir, said the captain, turning his head a little.

Ive been talking with Simmons about these disbursement sheets, said the owner, somewhat awkwardly; Simmons is afraid theyll give him a lot of extra trouble.

The captain turned his head a little more, and gazed stolidly at the astonished Simmons.

A man oughtnt to mind a little extra trouble if the firm wishes it, he said, somewhat severely.

Hes afraid it would throw his books out a bit, continued the owner, deftly avoiding the gaze of the injured clerk. You see, Simmons bookkeeping is of the old-fashioned kind, capn, starfishes and all that kind of thing, he continued, incoherently, as the gaze of Simmons, refusing to be longer avoided, broke the thread of his discourse. So I think well put the paper on the fire, capn, and do business in the old way. Have you got the money with you?

I have, sir, said Fazackerly, feeling in his pocket, as he mournfully watched his last nights work blazing up the chimney.

Fire away, then, said the owner, almost cordially.

Captain Fazackerly advanced to the table, and clearing his throat, fixed his eyes in a reflective stare on the opposite wall, and commenced:  

Blown away fore lower topsail, fore-staysail, and carried away lifts to staysail. To sailmaker for above, eleven pounds eighteen shillings and tenpence, he said, with relish. Tug out to the bar, three pounds. To twenty-eight pounds black soot, I mean paint  


RULE OF THREE

The long summer day had gone and twilight was just merging into night. A ray of light from the lantern at the end of the quay went trembling across the sea, and in the little harbour the dusky shapes of a few small craft lay motionless on the dark water.

The master of the schooner Harebell came slowly towards the harbour, accompanied by his mate. Both men had provided ashore for a voyage which included no intoxicants, and the dignity of the skipper, always a salient feature, had developed tremendously under the influence of brown stout. He stepped aboard his schooner importantly, and then, turning to the mate, who was about to follow, suddenly held up his hand for silence.

What did I tell you? he inquired severely as the mate got quietly aboard.

About knocking down the two policemen? guessed the mate, somewhat puzzled.

No, said the other shortly. Listen.

The mate listened. From the focsle came the low, gruff voices of men, broken by the silvery ripple of womens laughter.

Well, Im a Dutchman, said the mate with the air of one who felt he was expected to say something.

After all I said to em, said the skipper with weary dignity. You eard what I said to em, Jack?

Nobody could ha swore louder, testified the mate.

An here they are, said the skipper in amaze, defying of me. After all I said to em. After all the threats I  I employed.

Employed, repeated the mate with relish.

Theyve been and gone and asked them females down the focsle again. You know what I said Id do, Jack, if they did.

Said youd eat em without salt, quoted the other helpfully.

Ill do worse than that, Jack, said the skipper after a moments discomfiture. Whats to hinder us casting off quietly and taking them along with us?

If you ask me, said the mate, I should say you couldnt please the crew better.

Well, well see, said the other, nodding sagely; dont make no noise, Jack.

He set an example of silence himself, and aided by the mate, cast off the warps which held his unconscious visitors to their native town, and the wind being off the shore, the little schooner drifted silently away from the quay. The skipper went to the wheel, and the noise of the mate hauling on the jib brought a rough head out of the focsle, the owner of which, after a cry to his mates below, sprang up on deck and looked round in bewilderment.

Stand by, there! cried the skipper as the others came rushing on deck, Shake em out.

Beggin your pardin, sir, said one of them with more politeness in his tones than he had ever used before, but  

Stand by! said the skipper.

Now then! shouted the mate sharply, lively there! Lively with it!

The men looked at each other helplessly and went to their posts as a scream of dismay arose from the fair beings below who, having just begun to realise their position, were coming on deck to try and improve it.

What! roared the skipper in pretended astonishment, what! gells aboard after all I said, It cant be; I must be dreaming!

Take us back! wailed the damsels, ignoring the sarcasm, take us back, captain.

No, I cant go back, said the skipper. You see what comes o disobedience, my gells. Lively there on that mainsl, dye hear?

We wont do it again, cried the girls, as the schooner came to the mouth of the harbour and they smelt the dark sea beyond. Take us back.

It cant be done, said the skipper cheerfully.

Its agin the lor, sir, said Ephraim Biddle solemnly.

What! Taking my own ship out? said the skipper in affected surprise. How was I to know they were there? Im not going back; taint likely. As theyve made their beds so they must lay on em.

They aint got no beds, said George Scott hastily. It aint fair to punish the gals for us, sir.

Hold your tongue, said the skipper sharply.

Its agin the lor, sir, said Biddle again. If so be theyre passengers, this ship aint licensed to carry passengers. If so be as theyre took out agin their will, its abduction  I see the other day a chap had seven years for abducting one gal, three sevens  three sevens is  three sevens is, well, its more years than youd like to be in prison, sir.

Bosh, said the skipper, theyre stowaways, an I shall put em ashore at the first port we touch at  Plymouth.

A heartrending series of screams from the stow-aways rounded his sentence, screams which gave way to sustained sobbing, as the schooner, catching the wind, began to move through the water.

Youd better get below, my gals, said Biddle, who was the eldest member of the crew, consolingly.

Why dont you make him take us back? said Jenny Evans, the biggest of the three girls, indignantly.

Cos we cant, my dear, said Biddle reluctantly; its agin the lor. You dont want to see us put into prison, do you?

I dont mind, said Miss Evans tearfully, so long as we get back. George, take us back.

I cant, said Scott sullenly.

Well, you can look for somebody else, then, said Miss Evans with temper. You wont marry me. How much would you get if you did make the skipper put back?

Very likely six months, said Biddle solemnly.

Six months would soon pass away, said Miss Evans briskly, as she wiped her eye.

It would be a rest, said Miss Williams coaxingly.

The men not seeing things in quite the same light, they announced their intention of having nothing more to do with them, and crowding together in the bows beneath two or three blankets, condoled tearfully with each other on their misfortunes. For some time the men stood by offering clumsy consolations, but tired at last of repeated rebuffs and insults went below and turned in, leaving the satisfied skipper at the wheel.

The night was clear and the wind light. As the effects of his libations wore off the skipper had some misgivings as to the wisdom of his action, but it was too late to return, and he resolved to carry on.

Looking at all the circumstances of the case he thought it best to keep the wheel in his own hands for a time, and the dawn came in the early hours and found him still at his post.

Objects began to stand out clearly in the grow-ing light, and three dispirited girls put their heads out from the blankets and sniffed disdainfully at the sharp morning air. Then after an animated discussion they arose, and casting their blankets aside, walked up to the skipper and eyed him thoughtfully.

As easy as easy, said Jenny Evans confidently, as she drew herself up to her full height, and looked down at the indignant man.

Why, he isnt any bigger than a boy, said Miss Williams savagely.

Pity we didnt think of it before, said Miss Davies. I spose the crew wont help him?

Not they, said Miss Evans scornfully. If they do, well serve them the same.

They went off, leaving the skipper a prey to gathering uneasiness, watching their movements with wrinkled brow. From the forecastle and the galley they produced two mops and a broom, and he caught his breath sharply as Miss Evans came on deck with a pot of white paint in one hand and a pot of tar in the other.

Now, girls, said Miss Evans.

Put those things down, said the skipper in a peremptory voice.

Shant, said Miss Evans bluntly. You havent got enough on yours, she said, turning to Miss Davies. Dont spoil the skipper for a haporth of tar.

At this new version of an old saw they laughed joyously, and with mops dripping tar and paint on the deck, marched in military style up to the skipper, and halted in front of him, smiling wickedly.

Then the heart of the skipper waxed sore faint within him, and, with a wild yell, he summoned the trusty crew to his side.

The crew came on deck slowly, and casting furtive glances at the scene, pushed Ephraim Biddle to the front.

Take those mops away from em, said the skipper haughtily.

Dont you interfere, said Miss Evans, looking at them over her shoulder.

Else well give you some, said Miss Williams bloodthirstily.

Take those mops away from em! bawled the skipper, instinctively drawing back as Miss Evans made a pass at him.

I dont see as ow we can interfere, sir, said Biddle with deep respect.

What! said the astonished skipper.

It would be agin the lor for us to interfere with people, said Biddle, turning to his mates, dead agin the lor.

Dont you talk rubbish, said the skipper anxiously. Take em away from em. Its my tar and my paint, and  

You shall have it, said Miss Evans reassuringly.

If we touched em, said Biddle impressively, itd be an assault at lor. Sides which, theyd probably muss us up with em All we can do, sir, is to stand by and see fair play.

Fair play! cried the skipper dancing with rage, and turning hastily to the mate, who had just come on the scene. Take those things away from em, Jack.

Well, if its all the same to you, said the mate, Id rather not be drawn into it.

But Id rather you were, said the skipper sharply. Take em away.

How? inquired the mate pertinently.

I order you to take em away, said the skipper. How, is your affair.

Im not goin to raise my hand against a woman for anybody, said the mate with decision. Its no part o my work to get messed up with tar and paint from lady passengers.

Its part of your work to obey me, though, said the skipper, raising his voice; all of you. Theres five of you, with the mate, and only three gells. What are you afraid of?

Are you going to take us back? demanded Jenny Evans.

Run away, said the skipper with dignity. Run away.

I shall ask you three times, said Miss Evans sternly. One  are you going back? Two  are you going back? Three  

In the midst of a breathless silence she drew within striking distance, while her allies taking up a position on either flank of the enemy, listened attentively to the instructions of their leader.

Be careful he doesnt catch hold of the mops, said Miss Evans, but if he does the others are to hit him over the head with the handles. Never mind about hurting him.

Take this wheel a minnit, Jack, said the skipper, pale but determined.

The mate came forward and took it unwillingly, and the skipper, trying hard to conceal his trepidation, walked towards Miss Evans and tried to quell her with his eye. The power of the human eye is notorious, and Miss Evans showed her sense of the danger she ran by making an energetic attempt to close the skippers with her mop, causing him to duck with amazing nimbleness. At the same moment another mop loaded with white paint was pushed into the back of his neck. He turned with a cry of rage, and then realising the odds against him flung his dignity to the winds and dodged with the agility of a schoolboy. Through the galley and round the masts with the avenging mops in mad pursuit, until breathless and exhausted he suddenly sprang on to the side and climbed frantically into the rigging.

Coward! said Miss Evans, shaking her weapon at him.

Come down, cried Miss Williams. Come down like a man.

Its no good wasting time over him, said Miss Evans, after another vain appeal to the skippers manhood. Hes escaped. Get some more stuff on your mops.

The mate, who had been laughing boisterously, checked himself suddenly, and assumed a gravity of demeanour more in accordance with his position. The mops were dipped in solemn silence, and Miss Evans approaching regarded him significantly.

Now, my dears, said the mate, waving his hand with a deprecating gesture, dont be silly.

Dont be what? inquired the sensitive Miss Evans raising her mop.

You know what I mean, said the mate hastily. I cant help myself.

Well, were going to help you, said Miss Evans. Turn the ship round.

You obey orders, Jack, cried the skipper from aloft.

Its all very well for you sitting up there in peace and comfort, said the mate indignantly. Im not going to be tarred to please you. Come down and take charge of your ship.

Do your duty, Jack, said the skipper, who was polishing his face with a handkerchief. They wont touch you. They darent. Theyre afraid to.

Youre egging em on, cried the mate wrath-fully. I wont steer; come and take it yourself.

He darted behind the wheel as Miss Evans, who was getting impatient, made a thrust at him, and then, springing out, gained the side and rushed up the rigging after his captain. Biddle, who was standing close by, gazed earnestly at them and took the wheel.

You wont hurt old Biddle, I know, he said, trying to speak confidently.

Of course not, said Miss Evans emphatically.

Tar dont hurt, explained Miss Williams.

Its good for you, said the third lady positively. One  two  

Its no good, said the mate as Ephraim came suddenly into the rigging; youll have to give in.

Im  if I will, said the infuriated skipper.

Then an idea occurred to him, and puckering his face shrewdly he began to descend.

All right, he said shortly, as Miss Evans advanced to receive him. Ill go back.

He took the wheel; the schooner came round before the wind, and the willing crew, letting the sheets go, hauled them in again on the port side.

And now, my lads, said the skipper with a benevolent smile, just clear that mess up off the decks, and you may as well pitch them mops overboard. Theyll never be any good again.

He spoke carelessly, albeit his voice trembled a little, but his heart sank within him as Miss Evans, with a horrible contortion of her pretty face, intended for a wink, waved them back.

You stay where you are, she said imperiously, well throw them overboard  when weve done with them. What did you say, Captain?

The skipper was about to repeat it with great readiness when Miss Evans raised her trusty mop. The words died away on his lips, and after a hopeless glance from his mate to the crew and from the crew to the rigging, he accepted his defeat, and in grim silence took them home again.


PICKLED HERRING

There was a sudden uproar on deck, and angry shouts accompanied by an incessant barking; the master of the brig Arethusa stopped with his knife midway to his mouth, and exchanging glances with the mate, put it down and rose to his feet.

Theyre chevying that poor animal again, he said hotly. Its scandalous.

Rupert can take care of himself, said the mate calmly, continuing his meal. I expect, if the truths known, its hims been doin the chevying.

Youre as bad as the rest of em, said the skipper angrily, as a large brown retriever came bounding into the cabin. Poor old Rube! what have they been doin to you?

The dog, with a satisfied air, sat down panting by his chair, listening quietly to the subdued hub-bub which sounded from the companion.

Well, what is it? roared the skipper, patting his favourites head.

Its that blasted dawg, sir, cried an angry voice from above. Go down and show im your leg, Joe.

An ave another lump took out of it, I spose, said another voice sourly. Not me.

I dont want to look at no legs while Im at dinner, cried the skipper. O course the dogll bite you if youve been teasing him.

Theres nobody been teasing im, said the angry voice again. Thats the second one es bit, and now Joes goin to have im killed  aint you, Joe?

Joes reply was not audible, although the infuriated skipper was straining his ears to catch it.

Whos going to have the dog killed? he demanded, going up on deck, while Rupert, who evidently thought he had an interest in the proceedings, followed unobtrusively behind.

I am, sir, said Joe Bates, who was sitting on the hatch while the cook bathed an ugly wound in his leg. A dogs only allowed one bite, and hes ad two this week.

He bit me on Monday, said the seaman who had spoken before. Now hes done for hisself.

Hold your tongue! said the skipper angrily. You think you know a lot about the law, Sam Clark; let me tell you a dogs entitled to have as many bites as ever he likes, so as he dont bite the same person twice.

That aint the way Ive eard it put afore, said Clark, somewhat taken back.

Hes the cutest dog breathing, said the skipper fondly, and he knows all about it. He wont bite either of you again.

And wot about them as asnt been bit yet, sir? inquired the cook.

Dont halloo before youre hurt, advised the skipper. If you dont tease him he wont bite you.

He went down to his dinner, followed by the sagacious Rupert, leaving the hands to go forward again, and to mutinously discuss a situation which was becoming unbearable.

It cant go on no longer, Joe, said Clark firmly; this settles it.

Where is the stuff? inquired the cook in a whisper.

In my chest, said Clark softly. I bought It the night he bit me.

Its a risky thing to do, said Bates.

Ow risky? asked Sam scornfully. The dog eats the stuff and dies. Whos going to say what he died of? As for suspicions, let the old man suspect as much as he likes. It aint proof.

The stronger mind had its way, as usual, and the next day the skipper, coming quietly on deck, was just in time to see Joe Bates throw down a fine fat bloater in front of the now amiable Rupert. He covered the distance between him-self and the dog in three bounds, and seizing it by the neck, tore the fish from its eager jaws and held it aloft.

I just caught im in the act! he cried, as the mate came on deck. What did you give that to my dog for? he inquired of the conscience stricken Bates.

I wanted to make friends with him, stammered the other.

Its poisoned, you rascal, and you know it, said the skipper vehemently.

Wish I may die, sir, began Joe.

Thatll do, said the skipper harshly. Youve tried to poison my dog.

I aint, said Joe firmly.

You aint been trying to kill im with a poisoned bloater? demanded the skipper.

Certainly not, sir, said Joe. I wouldnt do such a thing. I couldnt if I tried.

Very good then, said the skipper; if its all right you eat it, and Ill beg your pardon.

I aint goin to eat after a dog, said Joe, shuffling.

The dogs as clean as you are, said the skipper. Id sooner eat after him than you.

Well, you eat it then, sir, said Bates desperately. If its poisoned youll die, and Ill be hung for it. I cant say no fairer than that, can I?

There was a slight murmur from the men, who stood by watching the skipper with an air of unholy expectancy.

Well, the boy shall eat it then, said the skipper, Eat that bloater, boy, and Ill give you sixpence.

The boy came forward slowly, and looking from the men to the skipper, and from the skipper back to the men, began to whimper.

If you think its poisoned, interrupted the mate, you oughtnt to make the boy eat it. I dont like boys, but you must draw the line somewhere.

Its poisoned, said the skipper, shaking it at Bates, and they know it. Well, Ill keep it till we get to port, and then Ill have it analysed. And itll be a sorry day for you, Bates, when I hear its poisoned. A months hard labour is what youll get.

He turned away and went below with as much dignity as could be expected of a man carrying a mangled herring, and placing it on a clean plate, solemnly locked it up in his state-room.

For two days the crew heard no more about it, though the skippers eyes gleamed dangerously each time that they fell upon the shrinking Bates. The weather was almost tropical, with not an air stirring, and the Arethusa, bearing its dread secret still locked in its state-room, rose and fell upon a sea of glassy smoothness without making any progress worth recording.

I wish youd keep that thing in your berth, George, said the skipper, as they sat at tea the second evening; it puts me in a passion every time I look at it.

I couldnt think of it, capn, replied the mate firmly; it makes me angry enough as it is. Every time I think of em trying to poison that poor dumb creature I sort o choke. I try to forget it.

The skipper, eyeing him furtively, helped himself to another cup of tea.

You havent got a tin box with a lid to it, I spose? he remarked somewhat shamefacedly.

The mate shook his head. I looked for one this morning, he said. There aint so much as a bottle aboard we could shove it into, and it wants shoving into something  bad, it does.

I dont like to be beat, said the skipper, shaking his head. All them grinning monkeys forard ud think it a rare good joke. Id throw it overboard if it wasnt for that. We cant keep it this weather.

Well, look ere; eres a way out of it, said the mate. Call Joe down, and make him keep it in the focsle and take care of it.

Why, you idiot, hed lose it! rapped out the other impatiently.

O course he would, said the mate; but thats the most dignerified way out of it for you. You can call im all sorts of things, and abuse im for the rest of his life. Theyll prove themselves guilty by chucking it away, wont they?

It really seemed the only thing to be done. The skipper finished his tea in silence, and then going on deck called the crew aft and apprised them of his intentions, threatening them with all sorts of pains and penalties if the treasure about to be confided to their keeping should be lost. The cook was sent below for it, and, at the skippers bidding, handed it to the grinning Joe.

And mind, said the skipper as he turned away, I leave it in your keepin, and if its missing I shall understand that youve made away with it, and I shall take it as a sign of guilt, and act according.

The end came sooner even than he expected. They were at breakfast next morning when Joe, looking somewhat pale, came down to the cabin, followed by Clark, bearing before him an empty plate.

Well? said the skipper fiercely.

Its about the erring, sir, said Joe, twisting his cap between his hands.

Well? roared the skipper again.

Its gone, sir, said Joe, in bereaved accents.

You mean youve thrown it away, you infernal rascal! bellowed the skipper.

No, sir, said Joe.

Ah! I spose it walked up on deck and jumped overboard, said the mate.

No, sir, said Joe softly. The dog ate it, sir.

The skipper swung round in his seat and regarded him open-mouthed.

The  dog  ate  it? he repeated.

Yes, sir; Clark saw im do it  didnt you, Clark?

I did, said Clark promptly. He had made his position doubly sure by throwing it overboard himself.

It comes to the same thing, sir, said Joe sanctimoniously; my innercence is proved just the same. Youll find the dog wont take no urt through it, sir. You watch im.

The skipper breathed hard, but made no reply.

If you dont believe me, sir, praps youd like to see the plate where e licked it? said Joe. Give me the plate, Sam.

He turned to take it, but in place of handing it to him that useful witness dropped it and made hurriedly for the companion-ladder, and by strenuous efforts reached the deck before Joe, although that veracious gentleman, assisted from below by strong and willing arms, made a good second.


TWO OF A TRADE

Es a nero, thats wot e is, sir, said the cook, as he emptied a boiler of dirty water overboard.

A what? said the skipper.

A nero, said the cook, speaking very slowly and distinctly. A nero in real life, a chap wot, speaking for all forard, were proud to have aboard along with us.

I didnt know he was much of a swimmer, said the skipper, glancing curiously at a clumsily built man of middle age, who sat on the hatch glancing despondently at the side.

No more e aint, said the cook, an thats what makes im more eroish still in my own opinion.

Did he take his clothes off? inquired the mate.

Not a bit of it, said the delighted cook; not a pair of trowsis, nor even is at, which was sunk.

Youre a liar, cook, said the hero, looking up for a moment.

You didnt take your trowsis off, George? said the cook anxiously.

I chucked my at on the pavement, growled George, without looking up.

Well, anyway, you went over the embankment after that pore girl like a Briton, didnt you? said the other.

There was no reply.

Didnt you? said the cook appealingly.

Did you expect me to go over like a Dutchman, or wot? demanded George fiercely.

Thats is modesty, said the cook, turning to the others with the air of a showman. E cant bear us to talk about it. Nearly drownded e was. All but, and a barge came along and shoved a boat-hook right through the seat of his trowsis an saved im. Stand up an show em your trowsis, George.

If I do stand up, said George, in a voice broken with rage, itll be a bad day for you, my lad.

Aint he modest? said the cook. Dont it do you good to ear im. He was just like that when they got him ashore and the crowd started patting him.

Didnt like it? queried the mate.

Well, they overdid it a little, praps, admitted the cook; one old chap wot couldnt get near patted is ead with is stick, but it was all meant in the way of kindness.

Im proud of you, George, said the skipper heartily.

We all are, said the mate.

George grunted.

Ill write for the medal for him, said the skipper. Were there any witnesses, cook? 

Heaps of em, said the other; but I gave em is name and address. Schooner John Henry, of Limehouse, is is home, I ses, and George Cooper is name.

You talked a damned sight too much, said the hero, you lean, lop-sided son of a tinker.

Theres is modesty agin, said the cook, with a knowing smile. Es busting with modesty, is George. You should ha seen im when a chap took is fortygraph.

Took his what? said the skipper, becoming Interested.

His fortygraph, said the cook. E was a young chap what was taking views for a noose-paper. E took George drippin wet just as e come out of the water, e took him arter e ad is face wiped, an e took im when e was sitting up swearing at a man wot asked im whether e was very wet.

An you told im where I lived, and what I was, said George, turning on him and shaking his fist. You did.

I did, said the cook simply. Youll live to thank me for it, George.

The other gave a dreadful howl, and rising from the deck, walked forward and went below, giving a brother seaman who patted his shoulder as he passed a blow in the ribs, which nearly broke them. Those on deck exchanged glances.

Well, I dont know, said the mate, shrugging his shoulders; seems to me if Id saved a fellow-critters life I shouldnt mind hearing about it.

Thats what you think, said the skipper, drawing himself up a little. If ever you do do anything of the kind perhaps youll feel different about it.

Well, I dont see how you should know any more than me, said the other.

The skipper cleared his throat.

There have been one or two little things in my life which Im not exactly ashamed of, he said modestly.

That aint much to boast of, said the mate, wilfully misunderstanding him.

I mean, said the skipper sharply, one or two things which some people might have been proud of. But Im proud to say that there isnt a living soul knows of em.

I can quite believe that, assented the mate, and walked off with an irritating smile.

The skipper was about to follow him, to complain of the needless ambiguity of his remarks, when he was arrested by a disturbance from the focsle. In response to the cordial invitation of the cook, the mate and one of the hands from the brig Endeavour, moored alongside, had come aboard and gone below to look at George. The manner in which they were received was a slur upon the hospitality of the John Henry; and they came up hurriedly, declaring that they never wanted to see him again as long as they lived, and shouting offensive remarks behind them as they got over the side of their own vessel.

The skipper walked slowly to the focsle and put his head down.

George, he shouted.

Sir, said the? hero gruffly.

Come down into the cabin, said the other, turning away. I want to have a little talk with you.

George rose, and, first uttering some terrible threats against the cook, who bore them with noble fortitude, went on deck and followed the skipper to the cabin.

At his superiors request he took a seat on the locker, awkwardly enough, but smiled faintly as the skipper produced a bottle and a couple of glasses.

Your health, George, said the skipper, as he pushed a glass towards him and raised his own.

My bes respecs, sir, said George, allowing the liquor to roll slowly round his mouth before swallowing it. He sighed heavily, and, putting his empty glass on the table, allowed his huge head to roll on his chest.

Saving life dont seem to agree with you, George, said the skipper. I like modesty, but you seem to me to carry it a trifle too far.

It aint modesty, sir, said George; its that fortygraph. When I think o that I go ot all over.

I shouldnt let that worry me if I was you, George, said the other kindly. Looks aint everything.

I didnt mean it that way, said George very sourly. My looks is good enough for me. In fact, it is a partly owing to my looks, so to speak, that Im in a mess.

A little more rum, George? said the skipper, whose curiosity was roused. I dont want to know your business, far from it. But in my position as capn, if any of my crew gets in a mess I consider its my duty to lend them a hand out of it, if I can.

The world ud be a better place if there was more like you, said George, waxing sentimental as he sniffed delicately at the fragrant beverage. If that noosepaper, with them pictures, gets into a certain partys ands, Im ruined.

Not if I can help it, George, said the skipper with great firmness. How do you mean ruined?

The seaman set his glass down on the little table, and, leaning over, formed a word with his lips, and then drew back slowly and watched the effect.

What? said the skipper.

The other repeated the performance, but beyond seeing that some word of three syllables was indicated the skipper obtained no information.

You can speak a little louder, he said, somewhat crustily.

Bigamy! said George, breathing the word solemnly.

You? said the skipper.

George nodded. And if my first only gets hold of that paper, and sees my phiz and reads my name, Im done for. Theres my reward for saving a fellow-critters life. Seven years.

Im surprised at you, George, said the skipper sternly. Such a good wife as youve got too.

I aint saying nothing agin number two, grumbled George. Its number one that didnt suit, I left her eight years ago. She was a bad un I took a vyge to Australia furst, just to put her out o my mind a bit, an I never seed her since. Where am I if she sees all about me in the paper!

Is she what youd call a vindictive woman? inquired the other. Nasty-tempered, I mean.

Nasty-tempered, echoed the husband of two. If that woman could only have me put in jail shed stand on er ead for joy.

Well, Ill do what I can for you if the worst comes to the worst, said the skipper. Youd better not say anything about this to anybody else.

Not me, said George fervently, as he rose, an o course you  

You can rely on me, said the skipper in his most stately fashion.

He thought of the seamans confidence several times during the evening, and, being somewhat uncertain of the law as to bigamy, sought information from the master of the Endeavour as they sat in the latters cabin at a quiet game of cribbage. By virtue of several appearances in the law courts with regard to collisions and spoilt cargoes this gentleman had obtained a knowledge of law which made him a recognized authority from London Bridge to the Nore.

It was a delicate matter for the master of the John Henry to broach, and, with the laudable desire of keeping the heros secret, he approached it by a most circuitous route. He began with a burglary, followed with an attempted murder, and finally got on the subject of bigamy, via the Deceased Wifes Sister Bill.

What sort o bigamy? inquired the master of the brig.

Oh, two wives, said Captain Thomsett.

Yes, yes, said the other, but are there any mitigating circumstances in the case, so that you could throw yourself on the mercy o the court, I mean?

My case! said Thomsett, glaring. It aint for me.

Oh, no, o course not, said Captain Stubbs.

What do you mean by o course not? de-manded the indignant master of the John Henry.

Your deal, said Captain Stubbs, pushing the cards over to him.

You havent answered my question, said Captain Thomsett, regarding him offensively.

Theres some questions, said Stubbs slowly, as is best left unanswered. When youve seen as much law as I have, my lad, youll know that one of the first principles of English law is, that nobody is bound to commit themselves.

Do you mean to say you think it is me? bellowed Captain Thomsett.

I mean to say nothing, said Captain Stubbs, putting his huge hands on the table. But when a man comes into my cabin and begins to hum an haw an hint at things, and then begins to ask my advice about bigamy, I cant help thinking. This is a free country, and theres no law agin thinking. Make a clean breast of it, capn, an Ill do what I can for you.

Youre a blanked fool, said Captain Thomsett wrathfully.

Captain Stubbs shook his head gently, and smiled with infinite patience. Praps so, he said modestly. Praps so; but theres one thing I can do, and that is, I can read people.

You can read me, I spose? said Thomsett sneeringly.

Easy, my lad, said the other, still preserving, though by an obvious effort, his appearance of judicial calm. Ive seen your sort before. One in pertikler I call to mind. Hes doing fourteen years now, pore chap. But you neednt be alarmed, capn. Your secret is safe enough with me.

Captain Thomsett got up and pranced up and down the cabin, but Captain Stubbs remained calm. He had seen that sort before. It was interesting to the student of human nature, and he regarded his visitor with an air of compassionate interest. Then Captain Thomsett resumed his seat, and, to preserve his own fair fame, betrayed that of George.

I knew it was either you, or somebody your kind art was interested in, said the discomfited Stubbs, as they resumed the interrupted game. You cant help your face, capn. When you was thinking about that pore chaps danger it was working with emotion. It misled me, I own it, but it aint often I meet such a feeling art as yours.

Captain Thomsett, his eyes glowing affection-ately, gripped his friends hand, and in the course of the game listened to an exposition of the law relating to bigamy of a most masterly and complicated nature, seasoned with anecdotes calculated to make the hardiest of men pause on the brink of matrimony and think seriously of their position.

Suppose this woman comes aboard after pore George, said Thomsett. Whats the best thing to be done?

The first thing, said Captain Stubbs, is to gain time. Put her off.

Off the ship, dye mean? inquired the other.

No, no, said the jurist. Pretend hes ill and cant see anybody. By gum, Ive got it.

He slapped the table with his open hand, and regarded the other triumphantly.

Let him turn into his bunk and pretend to be dead, he continued, in a voice trembling with pride at his strategy. Its pretty dark down your focsle, I know. Dont have no light down there, and tell him to keep quiet.

Captain Thomsetts eyes shone, but with a qualified admiration.

Aint it somewhat sudden? he demurred.

Captain Stubbs regarded him with a look of supreme artfulness, and slowly closed one eye.

He got a chill going in the water, he said quietly.

Well, youre a masterpiece, said Thomsett ungrudgingly. I will say this of you, youre a masterpiece. Mind this is all to be kept quite secret.

Make your mind easy, said the eminent jurist.

If I told all I know theres a good many men in this river as ud be doing time at the present moment.

Captain Thomsett expressed his pleasure at this information, and, having tried in vain to obtain a few of their names, even going so far as to suggest some, looked at the clock, and, shaking hands, departed to his own ship. Captain Stubbs, left to himself, finished his pipe and retired to rest; and his mate, who had been lying in the adjoining bunk during the consultation, vainly trying to get to sleep, scratched his head, and tried to think of a little strategy himself. He had glimmerings of it before he fell asleep, but when he awoke next morning it flashed before him in all the fulness of its matured beauty.

He went on deck smiling, and, leaning his arms on the side, gazed contemplatively at George, who was sitting on the deck listening darkly to the cook as that worthy read aloud from a newspaper.

Anything interesting, cook? demanded the mate.

About George, sir, said the cook, stopping in his reading. Theres pictures of im too.

He crossed to the side, and, handing the paper to the mate, listened smilingly to the little ejaculations of surprise and delight of that deceitful man as he gazed upon the likenesses. Wonderful, he said emphatically. Wonderful. I never saw such a good likeness in my life, George. Thatll be copied in every newspaper in London, and heres the name in full too George Cooper, schooner John Henry, now lying off Limehouse.

He handed the paper back to the cook and turned away grinning as George, unable to control himself any longer, got up with an oath and went below to nurse his wrath in silence. A little later the mate of the brig, after a very confidential chat with his own crew, lit his pipe and, with a jaunty air, went ashore.

For the next hour or two George alternated between the focsle and the deck, from whence he cast harassed glances at the busy wharves ashore. The skipper, giving it as his own suggestion, acquainted him with the arrangements made in case of the worst, and George, though he seemed somewhat dubious about them, went below and put his bed in order.

Its very unlikely shell see that particular newspaper though, said the skipper encouragingly.

People are sure to see what you dont want em too, growled George. Somebody what knows us is sure to see it, an show er.

Theres a lady stepping into a watermans skiff now, said the skipper, glancing at the stairs. That wouldnt be her, I spose?

He turned to the seaman as he spoke but the words had hardly left his lips before George was going below and undressing for his part.

If anybody asks for me, he said, turning to the cook, who was regarding his feverish movements in much astonishment, Im dead.

Youre wot? inquired the other.

Dead, said George, Dead. Died at ten oclock this morning. Dye understand, fathead?

I cant say as ow I do, said the cook, somewhat acrimoniously.

Pass the word round that Im dead, repeated George hurriedly. Lay me out, cookie. Ill do so much for you one day.

Instead of complying the horrified cook rushed up on deck to tell the skipper that Georges brain had gone; but, finding him in the midst of a hurried explanation to the men, stopped with greedy ears to listen. The skiff was making straight for the schooner, propelled by an elderly waterman in his shirt-sleeves, the sole passenger being a lady of ample proportions, who was watching the life of the river through a black veil.

In another minute the skiff bumped alongside, and the waterman standing in the boat passed the painter aboard. The skipper gazed at the fare and, shivering inwardly, hoped that George was a good actor.

I want to see Mr. Cooper, said the lady grimly, as she clambered aboard, assisted by the waterman.

Im very sorry, but you cant see him, mum, said the skipper politely.

Ho! carnt I, said the lady, raising her voice a little. You go an tell him that his lawful wedded wife, what he deserted, is aboard.

It ud be no good, mum, said the skipper, who felt the full dramatic force of the situation, Im afraid he wouldnt listen to you.

Ho! I think I can persuade im a bit, said the lady, drawing in her lips. Where is e?

Up aloft, said the skipper, removing his hat.

Dont you give me none of your lies, said the lady, as she scanned both masts closely.

Hes dead, said the skipper solemnly.

His visitor threw up her arms and staggered back. The cook was nearest, and, throwing his arms round her waist, he caught her as she swayed. The mate, who was of a sympathetic nature, rushed below for whisky, as she sank back in the hatchway, taking the reluctant cook with her.

Poor thing! said the skipper.

Dont old er so tight, cook, said one of the men. Theres no necessity to squeeze er.

Pat er ands, said another.

Pat em yourself, said the cook brusquely, as he looked up and saw the delight of the crew of the Endeavour, who were leaning over their vessels side regarding the proceedings with much interest.

Dont leave go of me, said the newly-made widow, as she swallowed the whisky, and rose to her feet.

Stand by her, cook, said the skipper authoritatively.

Ay, ay, sir, said the cook.

They formed a procession below, the skipper and mate leading; the cook with his fair burden, choking her sobs with a handkerchief, and the crew following.

What did he die of? she asked in a whisper broken with sobs.

Chill from the water, whispered the skipper in response.

I cant see im, she whispered. Its so dark here. Has anybody got a match? Oh! heres some.

Before anybody could interfere she took a box from a locker, and, striking one, bent over the motionless George, and gazed at his tightly-closed eyes and open mouth in silence.

Youll set the bed alight, said the mate in a low voice, as the end of the match dropped off.

It wont hurt im, whispered the widow tearfully.

The mate, who had distinctly seen the corpse shift a bit, thought differently.

Nothing ll urt im now, whispered the widow, sniffing as she struck another match. Oh! if he could only sit up and speak to me.

For a moment the mate, who knew Georges temper, thought it highly probable that he would, as the top of the second match fell between his shirt and his neck.

Dont look any more, said the skipper anxiously; you cant do him any good.

His visitor handed him the matches, and, for a short time, sobbed in silence.

Weve done all we could for him, said the skipper at length. It ud be best for you to go home and lay down a bit.

Youre all very good, Im sure, whispered the widow, turning away. Ill send for him this evening.

They all started, especially the corpse.

Eh, said the skipper.

He was a bad usband to me, she continued, still in the same sobbing whisper, but Ill ave im put away decent.

Youd better let us bury him, said the skipper. We can do it cheaper than you can, perhaps?

No. Ill send for him this evening, said the lady. Are they is clothes?

The last he ever wore, said the skipper pathetically, pointing to the heap of clothing. Theres his chest, poor chap, just as he left it.

The bereaved widow bent down, and, raising the lid, shook her head tearfully as she regarded the contents. Then she gathered up the clothes under her left arm, and, still sobbing, took his watch, his knife, and some small change from his chest while the crew in dumb show inquired of the deceased, who was regarding her over the edge of the bunk, what was to be done.

I suppose there was some money due to him? she inquired, turning to the skipper.

Matter of a few shillings, he stammered.

Ill take them, she said, holding out her hand.

The skipper put his hand in his pocket, and, in his turn, looked inquiringly at the late lamented for guidance; but George had closed his eyes again to the world, and, after a moments hesitation, he slowly counted the money into her hand.

She dropped the coins into her pocket, and, with a parting glance at the motionless figure in the bunk, turned away. The procession made its way on deck again, but not in the same order, the cook carefully bringing up the rear.

If theres any other little things, she said, pausing at the side to get a firmer grip of the clothes under her arm.

You shall have them, said the skipper, who had been making mental arrangements to have George buried before her return.

Apparently much comforted by this assurance, she allowed herself to be lowered into the boat, which was waiting. The excitement of the crew of the brig, who had been watching her movements with eager interest, got beyond the bounds of all decency as they saw her being pulled ashore with the clothes in her lap.

You can come up now, said the skipper, as he caught sight of Georges face at the scuttle.

Has she gone? inquired the seaman anxiously.

The skipper nodded, and a wild cheer rose from the crew of the brig as George came on deck in his scanty garments, and, from behind the others, peered cautiously over the side.

Where is she? he demanded.

The skipper pointed to the boat.

That? said George, starting. That? That aint my wife.

Not your wife? said the skipper, staring. Whose is she, then?

How the devil should I know, said George, throwing discipline to the winds in his agitation. It aint my wife.

Praps its one youve forgotten, suggested the skipper in a low voice.

George looked at him and choked. Ive never seen her before, he replied, selp me. Call her back. Stop her.

The mate rushed aft and began to haul in the ships boat, but George caught him suddenly by the arm.

Never mind, he said bitterly; better let her go. She seems to know too much for me. Somebodys been talking to her.

It was the same thought that was troubling the skipper, and he looked searchingly from one to the other for an explanation. He fancied that he saw it when he met the eye of the mate of the brig, and he paused irresolutely as the skiff reached the stairs, and the woman, springing ashore, waved the clothes triumphantly in the direction of the schooner and disappeared.


AN INTERVENTION

There was bad blood between the captain and mate who comprised the officers and crew of the sailing-barge Swallow; and the outset of their voyage from London to Littleport was conducted in glum silence. As far as the Nore they had scarcely spoken, and what little did pass was mainly in the shape of threats and abuse. Evening, chill and overcast, was drawing in; distant craft disappeared somewhere between the waste of waters and the sky, and the side-lights of neighbouring vessels were beginning to shine over the water. The wind, with a little rain in it, was unfavourable to much progress, and the trough of the sea got deeper as the waves ran higher and splashed by the barges side.

Get the side-lights out, and quick, you, growled the skipper, who was at the helm.

The mate, a black-haired, fierce-eyed fellow of about twenty-five, set about the task with much deliberation.

And look lively, you lump, continued the skipper.

I dont want none of your lip, said the mate furiously; so dont you give me none.

The skipper yawned, and stretching his mighty frame laughed disagreeably. Youll take what I give you, my lad, said he, whether its lip or fist.

Lay a finger on me and Ill knife you, said the mate. I aint afraid of you, for all your size.

He put out the side-lights, casting occasional looks of violent hatred at the skipper, who, being a man of tremendous physique and rough tongue, had goaded his subordinate almost to madness.

If youve done skulking, he cried as he knocked the ashes out of his pipe, come and take the helm.

The mate came aft and relieved him; and he stood for a few seconds taking a look round before going below. He dropped his pipe, and stooped to recover it; and in that moment the mate, with a sudden impulse, snatched up a handspike and dealt him a crushing blow on the head. Half blinded and stunned by the blow, the man fell on his knees, and shielding his face with his hands strove to rise. Before he could do so the mate struck wildly at him again, and with a great cry he fell backwards and rolled heavily overboard. The mate, with a sob in his breath, gazed wildly astern, and waited for him to rise. He waited: minutes seemed to pass, and still the body of the skipper did not emerge from the depths. He reeled back in a stupor; then he gave a faint cry as his eye fell on the boat, which was dragging a yard or two astern, and a figure which clung desperately to the side of it. Before he had quite realised what had happened, he saw the skipper haul himself on to the stern of the boat and then roll heavily into it.

Panic-stricken at the sight, he drew his knife to cut the boat adrift, but paused as he reflected that she and her freight would probably be picked up by some passing vessel. As the thought struck him he saw the dim form of the skipper come towards the bow of the boat and, seizing the rope, begin to haul in towards the barge.

Stop! shouted the mate hoarsely; stop! or Ill cut you loose.

The skipper let the rope go, and the boat pulled up with a jerk.

Im independent of you, the skipper shouted, picking up one of the loose boards from the bottom of the boat and brandishing it. If theres any sea on I can keep her head to it with this. Cut away.

If I let you come aboard, said the mate, will you swear to let bygones be bygones?

No! thundered the other. Whether I come aboard or not dont make much difference. Itll be about twenty years for you, you murdering hound, when I get ashore.

The mate made no reply, but sat silently steering, keeping, however, a wary eye on the boat towing behind. He turned sick and faint as he thought of the consequences of his action, and vainly cast about in his mind for some means of escape.

Are you going to let me come aboard? presently demanded the skipper, who was shivering in his wet clothes.

You can come aboard on my terms, repeated the mate doggedly.

Ill make no terms with you, cried the other. I hand you over to the police directly I get ashore, you mutinous dog. Ive got a good witness in my head.

After this there was silence  silence unbroken through the long hours of the night as they slowly passed. Then the dawn came. The sidelights showed fainter and fainter in the water; the light on the mast shed no rays on the deck, but twinkled uselessly behind its glass. Then the mate turned his gaze from the wet, cheerless deck and heaving seas to the figure in the boat dragging behind. The skipper, who returned his gaze with a fierce scowl, was holding his wet handkerchief to his temple. He removed it as the mate looked, and showed a ghastly wound. Still, neither of them spoke. The mate averted his gaze, and sickened with fear as he thought of his position; and in that instant the skipper clutched the painter, and, with a mighty heave, sent the boat leaping towards the stern of the barge, and sprang on deck. The mate rose to his feet; but the other pushed him fiercely aside, and picking up the handspike, which lay on the raised top of the cabin, went below. Half an hour later he came on deck with a fresh suit of clothes on, and his head roughly bandaged, and standing in front of the mate, favoured him with a baleful stare.

Gimme that helm, he cried.

The mate relinquished it.

You dog! snarled the other, to try and kill a man when he wasnt looking, and then keep him in his wet clothes in the boat all night. Make the most o your time. Itll be many a day before you see the sea again.

The mate groaned in spirit, but made no reply.

Ive wrote everything down with the time it happened, continued the other in a voice of savage satisfaction; an Ive locked that hand-spike up in my locker. Its got blood on it.

Thats enough about it, said the mate, turn-ing at last and speaking thickly. What Ive done I must put up with.

He walked forward to end the discussion; but the skipper shouted out choice bits from time to time as they occurred to him, and sat steer. ing and gibing, a gruesome picture of vengeance.

Suddenly he sprang to his feet with a sharp cry. Theres somebody in the water, he roared; stand by to pick him up.

As he spoke he pointed with his left hand, and with his right steered for something which rose and fell lazily on the water a short distance from them.

The mate, following his outstretched arm, saw it too, and picking up a boat-hook stood ready, and they were soon close enough to distinguish the body of a man supported by a life-belt.

Dont miss him, shouted the skipper.

The mate grasped the rigging with one hand, and leaning forward as far as possible stood with the hook poised. At first it seemed as though the object would escape them, but a touch of the helm in the nick of time just enabled the mate to reach. The hook caught in the jacket, and with great care he gradually shortened it, and drew the body close to the side.

Hes dead, said the skipper, as he fastened the helm and stood looking down into the wet face of the man. Then he stooped, and taking him by the collar of his coat dragged the stream-ing figure on to the deck.

Take the helm, he said.

Ay, ay, said the other; and the skipper disappeared below with his burden.

A moment later he came on deck again. Well take in sail and anchor. Sharp there! he cried.

The mate went to his assistance. There was but little wind, and the task was soon accomplished, and both men, after a hasty glance round, ran below. The wet body of the sailor lay on a locker, and a pool of water was on the cabin floor.

The mate hastily swabbed up the water, and then lit the fire and put on the kettle; while the skipper stripped the sailor of his clothes, and flinging some blankets in front of the fire placed him upon them.

Fora long time they toiled in silence, in the faint hope that life still remained in the apparently dead body.

Poor devil! said the skipper at length, and fell to rubbing again.

I dont believe hes gone, said the mate, panting with his exertions. He dont feel like a dead man.

Ten minutes later the figure stirred slightly, and the men talked in excited whispers as they worked. A faint sigh came from the lips of the sailor, and his eyes partly opened.

Its all right, matey, said the skipper; you lie still; well do the rest. Jem, get some coffee ready.

By the time it was prepared the partly drowned man was conscious that he was alive, and stared in a dazed fashion at the man who was using him so roughly. Conscious that his patient was improving rapidly the latter lifted him in his arms and placed him in his own bunk, and proffered him some steaming hot coffee. He sipped a little, then lapsed into unconsciousness again. The two men looked at each other blankly.

Some of em goes like that, said the skipper. Ive seen it afore. Just as you think theyre pulling round they slip their cable.

We must keep him warm, said the mate. I dont see as we can do any more.

Well get under weigh again, said the other; and pausing to heap some more clothes over the sailor he went on deck, followed by the mate; and in a short time the Swallow was once more moving through the water. Then the skipper, leaving the mate at the helm, went below.

Half an hour passed.

Go and see what you can make of him, said the skipper as he re-appeared and took the helm. He keeps coming round a bit, and then just drifts back. Seems like as if he cant hook on to life. Dont seem to take no interest in it.

The mate obeyed in silence; and for the remainder of the day the two men relieved each other at the bedside of the sailor. Towards evening, as they were entering the river which runs up to Littleport, he made decided progress under the skippers ministrations; and the latter thrust his huge head up the hatchway and grinned in excusable triumph at the mate as he imparted the news. Then he suddenly remembered himself and the smile faded. The light, too, faded from the mates face.

Bout that mutiny and attempted murder, said the skipper, and paused as though waiting for the mate to contradict or qualify the terms, but he made no reply.

I give you in charge as soon as we get to port, continued the other. Soon as the ships berthed, you go below.

Ay, ay, said the mate, but without looking at him.

Nice thing itll be for your wife, said the skipper sternly. Youll get no mercy from me.

I dont expect none, said the mate huskily. What Ive done Ill stand to.

The reply on the skippers lips merged into a grunt, and he went below. The sailor was asleep, and breathing gently and regularly; and after regarding him for some time the watcher returned to the deck and busied himself with certain small duties preparatory to landing.

Slowly the light faded out of the sky, and the banks of the river grew indistinct; and one by one the lights of Littleport came into view as they rounded the last bend of the river, and saw the little town lying behind its veil of masts and rigging. The skipper came aft and took the helm from the mate, and looked at him out of the corner of his eye, as he stood silently waiting with his hands by his side.

Take in sail, said the skipper shortly; and leaving the helm a bit, ran to assist him. Five minutes later the Swallow was alongside of the wharf, and then, everything made fast and snug, the two men turned and faced each other.

Go below, said the skipper sternly. The mate walked off. And take care of that chap. Im going ashore. If anybody asks you about these scratches, I got em in a row down Wapping  Dye hear?

The mate heard, but there was a thickness in his throat which prevented him from replying promptly. By the time he had recovered his voice the other had disappeared over the edge of the wharf, and the sound of his retreating footsteps rang over the cobblestone quay. The mate in a bewildered fashion stood for a short time motionless; then he turned, and drawing a deep breath, went below.


THE GREY PARROT

The Chief Engineer and the Third sat at tea on the S.S. Curlew in the East India Docks. The small and not over-clean steward having placed everything he could think of upon the table, and then added everything the Chief could think of, had assiduously poured out two cups of tea and withdraw by request. The two men ate steadily, conversing between bites, and interrupted occasionally by a hoarse and sepulchral voice, the owner of which, being much exercised by the sight of the food, asked for it, prettily at first, and afterwards in a way which at least compelled attention.

Thats pretty good for a parrot, said the Third critically. Seems to know what hes saying too. No, dont give it anything. Itll stop if you do.

Theres no pleasure to me in listening to coarse language, said the Chief with dignity.

He absently dipped a piece of bread and butter in the Thirds tea, and losing it chased it round and round the bottom of the cup with his finger, the Third regarding the operation with an interest and emotion which he was at first unable to understand.

Youd better pour yourself out another cup, he said thoughtfully as he caught the Thirds eye.

Im going to, said the other dryly.

The man I bought it of, said the Chief, giving the bird the sop, said that it was a perfectly respectable parrot and wouldnt know a bad word if it heard it. I hardly like to give it to my wife now.

Its no good being too particular, said the Third, regarding the other with an ill-concealed grin, thats the worst of all you young married fellows. Seem to think your wife has got to be wrapped up in brown paper. Ten chances to one shell be amused.

The Chief shrugged his shoulders disdainfully. I bought the bird to be company for her, he said slowly, shell be very lonesome without me, Rogers.

How do you know? inquired the other.

She said so, was the reply.

When youve been married as long as I have, said the Third, who having been married some fifteen years felt that their usual positions were somewhat reversed, youll know that generally speaking theyre glad to get rid of you.

What for? demanded the Chief in a voice that Othello might have envied.

Well, you get in the way a bit, said Rogers with secret enjoyment, you see you upset the arrangements. House-cleaning and all that sort of thing get interrupted. Theyre glad to see you back at first, and then glad to see the back of you.

Theres wives and wives, said the bridegroom tenderly.

And mines good one, said the Third, registered A 1 at Lloyds, but she dont worry about me going away. Your Wifes thirty years younger than you, isnt she?

Twenty-five, corrected the other shortly. You see what Im afraid of is, that shell get too much attention.

Well, women like that, remarked the Third.

But I dont, damn it, cried the Chief hotly. When I think of it I get hot all over. Boiling hot.

That wont last, said the other reassuringly, you wont care twopence this time next year.

Were not all alike, growled the Chief, some of us have got finer feelings than others have. I saw the chap next door looking at her as we passed him this morning.

Lor, said the Third

I dont want any of your damned impudence, said the Chief sharply. He put his hat on straighter when he passed us. What do you think of that?

Cant say, replied the other with commendable gravity, it might mean anything.

If he has any of his nonsense while Im away Ill break his neck, said the Chief passionately. I shall know of it.

The other raised his eyebrows.

Ive asked the landlady to keep her eyes open a bit, said the Chief. My wife was brought up in the country and shes very young and simple, so that it is quite right and proper for her to have a motherly old body to look after her.

Told your wife? queried Rogers.

No, said the other. Fact is, Ive got an idea about that parrot. Im going to tell her its a magic bird, and will tell me everything she does while Im away. Anything the landlady tells me I shall tell her I got from the parrot. For one thing, I dont want her to go out after seven of an evening, and shes promised me she wont. If she does I shall know, and pretend that I know through the parrot. What do you think of it?

Think of it? said the Third, staring at him. Think of it? Fancy a man telling a grown-up woman a yarn like that!

She believes in warnings and death-watches, and all that sort of thing, said the Chief, so why shouldnt she?

Well, youll know whether she believes in it or not when you come back, said Rogers, and itll be a great pity, because its a beautiful talker.

What do you mean? said the other.

I mean itll get its little neck wrung, said the Third.

Well, well see, said Gannett. I shall know what to think if it does die.

I shall never see that bird again, said Rogers, shaking his head as the Chief took up the cage and handed it to the steward, who was to accompany him home with it.

The couple left the ship and proceeded down the East India Dock Road side by side, the only incident being a hot argument between a constable and the engineer as to whether he could or could not be held responsible for the language in which the parrot saw fit to indulge when the steward happened to drop it.

The engineer took the cage at his door, and, not without some misgivings, took it upstairs into the parlour and set it on the table. Mrs. Gannett, a simple-looking woman, with sleepy brown eyes and a docile manner, clapped her hands with joy.

Isnt it a beauty? said Mr. Gannett, looking at it; I bought it to be company for you while Im away.

Youre too good to me, Jem, said his wife. She walked all round the cage admiring it, and the parrot, which was of a hugely suspicious and nervous disposition, having had boys at its last place, turning with her. After she had walked round him five times he got sick of it, and in a simple sailorly fashion said so.

Oh, Jem, said his wife.

Its a beautiful talker, said Gannett hastily, and its so clever that it picks up everything it hears, but itll soon forget it.

It looks as though it knows what you are saying, said his wife. Just look at it, the artful thing.

The opportunity was too good to be missed, and in a few straightforward lies the engineer acquainted Mrs. Gannett of the miraculous powers with which he had chosen to endow it.

But you dont believe it? said his wife, staring at him open-mouthed.

I do, said the engineer firmly.

But how can it know what Im doing when Im away? persisted Mrs. Gannett.

Ah, thats its secret, said the engineer; a good many people would like to know that, but nobody has found out yet. Its a magic bird, and when youve said that youve said all there is to say about it.

Mrs. Gannett, wrinkling her forehead, eyed the marvellous bird curiously.

Youll find its quite true, said Gannett; when I come back that birdll be able to tell me how youve been and all about you. Everything youve done during my absence.

Good gracious, said the astonished Mrs. Gannett.

If you stay out after seven of an evening, or do anything else that I shouldnt like, that birdll tell me, continued the engineer impressively. Itll tell me who comes to see you, and in fact it will tell me everything you do while Im away.

Well, it wont have anything bad to tell of me, said Mrs. Gannett composedly, unless it tells lies.

It cant tell lies, said her husband confidently, and now, if you go and put your bonnet on, well drop in at the theatre for half an hour.

It was a prophetic utterance, for he made such a fuss over the man next to his wife, offering her his opera-glasses, that they left, at the urgent request of the management, in almost exactly that space of time.

Youd better carry me about in a band-box, said Mrs. Gannett wearily as the outraged engineer stalked home beside her. What harm was the man doing?

You must have given him some encouragement, said Mr. Gannett fiercely made eyes at him or something. A man wouldnt offer to lend a lady his opera-glasses without.

Mrs. Gannett tossed her head  and that so decidedly, that a passing stranger turned his head and looked at her. Mr. Gannett accelerated his pace, and taking his wifes arm, led her swiftly home with a passion too great for words.

By the morning his anger had evaporated, but his misgivings remained. He left after breakfast for the Curlew, which was to sail in the afternoon, leaving behind him copious instructions, by following which his wife would be enabled to come down and see him off with the minimum exposure of her fatal charms.

Left to herself Mrs. Gannett dusted the room, until coming to the parrots cage she put down the duster and eyed its eerie occupant curiously, She fancied that she saw an evil glitter in the creatures eye, and the knowing way in which it drew the film over it was as near an approach to a wink as a bird could get.

She was still looking at it when there was a knock at the door, and a bright little woman  rather smartly dressed  bustled into the room, and greeted her effusively.

I just come to see you, my dear, because I thought a little outing would do me good, she said briskly; and if youve no objection Ill come down to the docks with you to see the boat off.

Mrs. Gannett assented readily. It would ease the engineers mind, she thought, if he saw her with a chaperon.

Nice bird, said Mrs. Cluffins, mechanically, bringing her parasol to the charge.

Dont do that, said her friend hastily.

Why not? said the other.

Language! said Mrs. Gannett solemnly.

Well, I must do something to it, said Mrs. Cluffins restlessly.

She held the parasol near the cage and suddenly opened it. It was a flaming scarlet, and for the moment the shock took the parrots breath away.

He dont mind that, said Mrs. Gannett.

The parrot, hopping to the farthest corner of the bottom of his cage, said something feebly. Finding that nothing dreadful happened, he repeated his remark somewhat more boldly, and, being convinced after all that the apparition was quite harmless and that he had displayed his craven spirit for nothing, hopped back on his perch and raved wickedly.

If that was my bird, said Mrs. Cluflins, almost as scarlet as her parasol, I should wring its neck.

No, you wouldnt, said Mrs. Gannett solemnly. And having quieted the bird by throwing a cloth over its cage, she explained its properties.

What! said Mrs. Cluffins, unable to sit still in her chair. You mean to tell me your husband said that!

Mrs. Gannett nodded, Hes awfully jealous of me, she said with a slight simper.

I wish he was my husband, said Mrs. Cluflins in a thin, hard voice. I wish C. would talk to me like that. I wish somebody would try and persuade C. to talk to me like that.

It shows hes fond of me, said Mrs. Gannett, looking down.

Mrs. Cluffins jumped up and snatched the cover off the cage; endeavoured, but in vain, to get the parasol through the bars.

And you believe that rubbish! she said scathingly. Bosh, you wretch!

I dont believe it, said her friend, taking her gently away and covering the cage hastily just as the bird was recovering, but I let him think I do.

I call it an outrage, said Mrs. Cluffins, waving the parasol wildly. I never heard of such a thing; Id like to give Mr. Gannett a piece of my mind. Just about half an hour of it He wouldnt be the same man afterwards  Id parrot him.

Mrs. Gannett, soothing her agitated friend as well as she was able, led her gently to a chair and removed her bonnet, and finding that complete recovery was impossible while the parrot remained in the room, took that wonder-working bird outside.

By the time they had reached the docks and boarded the Curlew Mrs. Cluffins had quite recovered her spirits. She roamed about the steamer asking questions, which savoured more of idle curiosity than a genuine thirst for knowledge, and was at no pains to conceal her opinion of those who were unable to furnish her with satisfactory replies.

I shall think of you every day, Jem, said Mrs. Gannett tenderly.

I shall think of you every minute, said the engineer reproachfully.

He sighed gently and gazed in a scandalised fashion at Mrs. Cluflins, who was carrying on a desperate flirtation with one of the apprentices.

Shes very light-hearted, said his wife, following the direction of his eyes.

She is, said Mr. Gannett curtly, as the unconscious Mrs. Cluffins shut her parasol and rapped the apprentice playfully with the handle. She seems to be on very good terms with Jenkins, laughing and carrying on. I dont suppose shes ever seen him before.

Poor young things, said Mrs. Cluflins solemnly, as she came up to them. Dont you worry, Mr. Gannett; Ill look after her and keep her from moping.

Youre very kind, said the engineer slowly.

Well have a jolly time, said Mrs. Cluflins. I often wish my husband was a seafaring man. A wife does have more freedom, doesnt she?

More what? inquired Mr. Gannett huskily.

More freedom, said Mrs. Cluflins gravely. I always envy sailors wives. They can do as they like. No husband to look after them for nine or ten months in the year.

Before the unhappy engineer could put his indignant thoughts into words there was a warning cry from the gangway, and, with a hasty farewell, he hurried below. The visitors went ashore, the gangway was shipped, and in response to the clang of the telegraph, the Curlew drifted slowly away from the quay and headed for the spring bridge slowly opening in front of her.

The two ladies hurried to the pier-head and watched the steamer down the river until a bend hid it from view. Then Mrs. Gannett, with a sensation of having lost something, due, so her friend assured her, to the want of a cup of tea, went slowly back to her lonely home.

In the period of grass widowhood which ensued, Mrs. Cluffins visits formed almost the sole relief to the bare monotony of existence. As a companion the parrot was an utter failure, its language being so irredeemably bad that it spent most of its time in the spare room with a cloth over its cage, wondering when the days were going to lengthen a bit. Mrs. Cluffins suggested selling it, but her friend repelled the suggestion with horror, and refused to entertain it at any price, even that of the publican at the corner, who had heard of the birds command of language, and was bent upon buying it.

I wonder what that beauty will have to tell your husband, said Mrs. Cluffins, as they sat together one day some three months after the Curlews departure.

I should hope that he has forgotten that nonsense, said Mrs. Gannett, reddening; he never alludes to it in his letters.

Sell it, said Mrs. Cluffins peremptorily. Its no good to you, and Hobson would give anything for it almost.

Mrs. Gannett shook her head. The house wouldnt hold my husband if I did, she remarked with a shiver.

Oh, yes it would, said Mrs. Cluffins; you do as I tell you, and a much smaller house than this would hold him. I told C. to tell Hobson he should have it for five pounds.

But he mustnt, said her friend in alarm.

Leave yourself right in my hands, said Mrs. Cluffins, spreading out two small palms, and regarding them complacently. Itll be all right, I promise you.

She put her arm round her friends waist and led her to the window, talking earnestly. In five minutes Mrs. Gannett was wavering, in ten she had given away, and in fifteen the energetic Mrs. Cluffins was en route for Hobsons, swinging the cage so violently in her excitement that the parrot was reduced to holding on to its perch with claws and bill. Mrs. Gannett watched the progress from the window, and with a queer look on her face sat down to think out the points of attack and defence in the approaching fray.

A week later a four-wheeler drove up to the door, and the engineer, darting upstairs three steps at a time, dropped an armful of parcels on the floor, and caught his wife in an embrace which would have done credit to a bear. Mrs. Gannett, for reasons of which a lack of muscle was only one, responded less ardently.

Ha, its good to be home again, said Gannett, sinking into an easy-chair and pulling his wife on his knee. And how have you been? Lonely?

I got used to it, said Mrs. Gannett softly.

The engineer coughed. You had the parrot, he remarked.

Yes, I had the magic parrot, said Mrs. Gannett.

Hows it getting on? said her husband, looking round. Where is it?

Part of it is on the mantelpiece, said Mrs. Gannett, trying to speak calmly, part of it is in a bonnet-box upstairs, some of its in my pocket, and here is the remainder.

She fumbled in her pocket and placed in his hand a cheap two-bladed clasp-knife.

On the mantelpiece? repeated the engineer, staring at the knife; in a bonnet-box!

Those blue vases, said his wife.

Mr. Gannett put his hand to his head. If he had heard aright one parrot had changed into a pair of vases, a bonnet, and a knife. A magic bird with a vengeance.

I sold it, said Mrs. Gannett suddenly.

The engineers knee stiffened inhospitably, and his arm dropped from his wifes waist. She rose quietly and took a chair opposite.

Sold it! said Mr. Gannett in awful tones. Sold my parrot!

I didnt like it, Jem, said his wife. I didnt want that bird watching me, and I did want the vases, and the bonnet, and the little present for you.

Mr. Gannett pitched the little present into the corner of the room.

You see it mightnt have told the truth, Jem, continued Mrs. Gannett. It might have told all sorts of lies about me, and made no end of mischief.

It couldnt lie, shouted the engineer passion-ately, rising from his chair and pacing the room. Its your guilty conscience thats made a coward of you. How dare you sell my parrot?

Because it wasnt truthful, Jem, said his wife, who was somewhat pale.

If you were half as truthful youd do, vociferated the engineer, standing over her. You, you deceitful woman.

Mrs. Gannett fumbled in her pocket again, and producing a small handkerchief applied it deliberately to her eyes.

I  I got rid of it for your sake, she stammered. It used to tell such lies about you. I couldnt bear to listen to it.

About me! said Mr. Gannett, sinking into his seat and staring at his wife with very natural amazement. Tell lies about me! Nonsense! How could it?

I suppose it could tell me about you as easily as it could tell you about me? said Mrs. Gannett. There was more magic in that bird than you thought, Jem. It used to say shocking things about you. I couldnt bear it.

Do you think youre talking to a child or a fool? demanded the engineer.

Mrs. Gannett shook her head feebly. She still kept the handkerchief to her eyes, but allowed a portion to drop over her mouth.

I should like to hear one of the stories it told about me, if you can remember them, said the engineer with bitter sarcasm.

The first lie, said Mrs. Gannett in a feeble but ready voice, was about the time you were at Genoa. The parrot said you were at some concert gardens at the upper end of the town.

One moist eye coming mildly from behind the handkerchief saw the engineer stiffen suddenly in his chair.

I dont suppose there even is such a place, she continued.

I  bleve  there  is, said her husband jerkily. Ive heard  our chaps  talk of it.

But you havent been there? said his wife anxiously.

Never! said the engineer with extraordinary vehemence.

That wicked bird said that you got intoxicated there, said Mrs. Gannett in solemn accents, that you smashed a little marble-topped table and knocked down two waiters, and that if it hadnt been for the captain of the Pursuit, who was in there and who got you away, youd have been locked up. Wasnt it a wicked bird?

Horrible! said the engineer huskily.

I dont suppose there ever was a ship called the Pursuit, continued Mrs. Gannett.

Doesnt sound like a ships name, murmured Mr. Gannett.

Well, then, a few days later it said the Curlew was at Naples.

I never went ashore all the time we were at Naples, remarked the engineer casually.

The parrot said you did, said Mrs. Gannett.

I suppose youll believe your own lawful hus-band before that damned bird? shouted Gannett, starting up.

Of course I didnt believe it, Jem, said his wife. Im trying to prove to you that the bird was not truthful, but youre so hard to persuade.

Mr. Gannett took a pipe from his pocket, and with a small knife dug with much severity and determination a hardened plug from the bowl, and blew noisily through the stem.

There was a girl kept a fruit-stall just by the harbor, said Mrs. Gannett, and on this evening, on the strength of having bought three-penny-worth of green figs, you put your arm round her waist and tried to kiss her, and her sweetheart, who was standing close by, tried to stab you. The parrot said that you were in such a state of terror that you jumped into the harbour and were nearly drowned.

Mr. Gannett having loaded his pipe lit it slowly and carefully, and with tidy precision got up and deposited the match in the fireplace.

It used to frighten me so with its stories that I hardly knew what to do with myself, continued Mrs. Gannett. When you were at Suez  

The engineer waved his hand imperiously.

Thats enough, he said stiffly.

Im sure I dont want to have to repeat what it told me about Suez, said his wife. I thought youd like to hear it, thats all.

Not at all, said the engineer, puffing at his pipe. Not at all.

But you see why I got rid of the bird, dont you? said Mrs. Gannett. If it had told you untruths about me, you would have believed them, wouldnt you?

Mr. Gannett took his pipe from his mouth and took his wife in his extended arms. No, my dear, he said brokenly, no more than you believe all this stuff about me.

And I did quite right to sell it, didnt I, Jem?

Quite right, said Mr. Gannett with a great assumption of heartiness. Best thing to do with it.

You havent heard the worst yet, said Mrs. Gannett. When you were at Suez  

Mr. Gannett consigned Suez to its only rival, and thumping the table with his clenched fist, forbade his wife to mention the word again, and desired her to prepare supper.

Not until he heard his wife moving about in the kitchen below did he relax the severity of his countenance. Then his expression changed to one of extreme anxiety, and he restlessly paced the room seeking for light. It came suddenly.

Jenkins, he gasped, Jenkins and Mrs. Cluffins, and I was going to tell Cluffins about him writing to his wife, I expect he knows the letter by heart.


MONEY-CHANGERS

Taint no use waiting any longer, said Hairy Pilchard, looking over the side of the brig towards the Tower stairs. Es either waiting for the money or else es a spending of it. Whos coming ashore?

Give im another five minutes, Harry, said another seaman persuasively; it ud be uncommon ard on im if e come aboard and then ad to go an get another ships crew to elp im celebrate it.

Ard on us, too, said the cook honestly. There he is!

The other glanced up at a figure waving to them from the stairs. E wants the boat, he said, moving aft.

No e dont, Steve, piped the boy. Es waving you not to. Hes coming in the watermans skiff.

Ha! same old tale, said the seaman wisely. Chap comes in for a bit o money and begins to waste it directly. Theres threepence gone; clean chucked away. Look at im. Just look at im!

Es got the money all right, said the cook; theres no doubt about that. Why, e looks arf as large again as e did this morning.

The crew bent oyer the side as the skiff approached, and the fare, who had been leaning back in the stern with a severely important air, rose slowly and felt in his trousers pocket.

Theres a sixpence for you, my lad, he said pompously. Never mind about the change.

All right, old slack-breeches, said the waterman with effusive good-fellowship, up you get.

Three pairs of hands assisted the offended fare on board, and the boy, hovering round him, slapped his legs vigorously.

Wot are you up to? demanded Mr. Samuel Dodds, A.B., turning on him.

Only dusting you down, Sam, said the boy humbly.

You got the money all right, I spose, Sammy? said Steve Martin.

Mr. Dodds nodded and slapped his breastpocket.

Right as ninepence, he replied genially. Ive been with my lawyer all the arternoon, pretty near. Es a nice feller.

Ow much is it, Sam? inquired Pilchard eagerly.

One undred and seventy-three pun seventeen shillings an ten pence, said the heir, noticing with much pleasure the effect of his announcement.

Say it agin, Sam, said Pilchard in awed tones.

Mr. Dodds, with a happy laugh, obliged him. If youll all come down the focsle, he continued, Ive got a bundle o cigars an a drop o something short in my pocket.

Lets ave a look at the money, Sam, said Pilchard when the cigars were alight.

Ah, lets ave a look at it, said Steve.

Mr. Dodds laughed again, and producing a small canvas-bag from his pocket, dusted the table with his big palm, and spread out a roll of banknotes and a little pile of gold and silver. It was an impressive sight, and the cook breathed so hard that one note fluttered off the table. Three men dived to recover it, while Sam, alive for the first time to the responsibilities of wealth, anxiously watched the remainder of his capital.

Theres something for you to buy sweets with, my lad, he said, restored to good humour as the note was replaced.

He passed over a small coin, and regarded with tolerant good-humour the extravagant manifestation of joy on the part of the youth which followed. He capered joyously for a minute or two, and then taking it to the foot of the steps, where the light was better, bit it ecstatically.

How much is it? inquired the wandering Steve. You do chuck your money about, Sam.

Ony sixpence, said Sam, laughing. I expect if it ad been a shillin it ud ha turned his brain.

It aint a sixpence, said the boy indignantly. Its arf a suvrin.

Arf a wot? exclaimed Mr. Dodds with a sudden change of manner.

Arf a suvrin, repeated the boy with nervous rapidity; and thank you very much, Sam, for your generosity. If everybody was like you we should all be the better for it. The world ud be a different place to live in, concluded the youthful philosopher.

Mr. Dodds face under these fulsome praises was a study in conflicting emotions. Well, dont waste it, he said at length, and hastily gathering up the remainder stowed it in the bag.

What are you going to do with it all, Sam? inquired Harry.

I aint made up my mind yet, said Mr. Dodds deliberately. I ave thought of ouse property.

I dont mean that, said the other. I mean wot are you going to do with it now, to take care of it?

Why, keep it in my pocket, said Sam, staring.

Well, if I was you, said Harry impressively, I should ask the skipper to take care of it for me. You know wot you are when youre a bit on, Sam.

Wot dyer mean? demanded Mr. Dodds hotly.

I mean, said Harry hastily, that youve got sich a generous nature that when youve ad a glass or two youre just as likely as not to give it away to somebody.

I know what Im about, said Mr. Dodds with conviction. Im not goin to get on while Ive got this about me. Im just goin round to the Bulls Head, but I shant drink anything to speak of myself. Anybody that likes to come tave anything at my expense is welcome.

A flattering murmur, which was music to Mr. Dodds ear, arose from his shipmates as they went on deck and hauled the boat alongside. The boy was first in her, and pulling out his pockethandkerchief ostentatiously wiped a seat for Mr. Dodds.

Understand, said that gentleman, with whom the affair of the half-sovereign still rankled, your drink is shandygaff.



They returned to the brig at eleven oclock, Mr. Dodds slumbering peacefully in the stern of the boat, propped up on either side by Steve and the boy.

His sleep was so profound that he declined to be aroused, and was hoisted over the side with infinite difficulty and no little risk by his shipmates.

Look at im, said Harry, as they lowered him down the forecastle. What ud ha become of im if we hadnt been with im? Where would is money ha been?

Hell lose it as sure as eggs is heggs, said Steve, regarding him intently, Bear a hand to lift im in his bunk, Harry.

Harry complied, their task being rendered somewhat difficult by a slight return of consciousness in Mr. Dodds lower limbs, which, spreading themselves out fanwise, defied all attempts to pack them in the bunk.

Let em hang out then, said Harry savagely, wiping a little mud from his face. Fancy that coming in for a fortin.

E wont ave it long, said the cook, shaking his head.

Wot e wants is a shock, said Harry. Owd it be when he wakes up to tell im hes lost all is money?

Wots the good o telling im, demanded the cook, when es got it in his pocket?

Well, lets take it out, said Pilchard. Ill hide it under my piller, and let him think hes ad his pocket picked.

I wont ave nothing to do with it, said Steve peremptorily. I dont believe in sich games.

Wot do you think, cook? inquired Harry.

I dont see no arm in it, said the cook slowly, the fright might do im good, praps.

It might be the saving of im, said Harry. He leaned over the sleeping seaman, and, gently inserting his fingers in his breast-pocket, drew out the canvas bag. There it is, chaps, he said gayly; an Ill give im sich a fright in the morning as he wont forget in a urry.

He retired to his bunk, and placing the bag under his pillow, was soon fast asleep. The other men followed his example, and Steve extinguishing the lamp, the forecastle surrendered itself to \ sleep.

At five oclock they were awakened by the voice of Mr. Dodds. It was a broken, disconnected sort of voice at first, like to that of a man talking in his sleep; but as Mr. Dodds head cleared his ideas cleared with it, and in strong, forcible language straight from the heart he consigned the eyes and limbs of some person or persons unknown to every variety of torment, after which, in a voice broken with emotion, he addressed himself in terms of heart-breaking sympathy.

Shut up, Sam, said Harry in a sleepy voice. Why cant you go to sleep?

Sleep be anged, said Mr. Dodds tearfully. Ive lorst all my money.

Youre dreamin, said Harry lightly; pinch yourself.

Mr. Dodds, who had a little breath left and a few words still comparatively fresh, bestowed them upon him.

I tell you you havent lorst it, said Harry. Dont you remember giving it to that red-aired woman with a baby?

WOT? said the astounded Mr. Dodds.

You give it to er an told er to buy the baby a bun with it, continued the veracious Mr. Pilchard.

Told er to buy the baby a bun with it? repeated Mr. Dodds in a dazed voice. Told er to  Wot did you let me do it for? Wot was all you chaps standin by an doin to let me go an do it for?

We did arsk you not to, said Steve, joining in the conversation.

Mr. Dodds finding language utterly useless to express his burning thoughts, sat down and madly i smashed at the table with his fists.

Wot was you adoin to let me do it? he demanded at length of the boy. You ungrateful little toad. You can give me that arf-suvrin back, dye hear?! I cant, said the boy. I followed your example, and give it to the red-aired woman to buy the baby another bun with.

There was a buzzing noise in Mr. Dodds head, and the bunks and their grinning occupants went round and round.

Ere, old up, Sam, said Pilchard, shaking him in alarm. Its all right; dont be a fool. Ive got the money.

Sam stared at him blankly.

Ive got the money, repeated the seaman.

Mr. Dodds colour came back.

Howd you get it? he inquired.

I took it out of your pocket last night just to give you a lesson, said Harry severely. Dont you never be so silly agin, Sam.

Gimme my money, said Mr. Dodds, glaring at him.

You might ha lorst it, you see, Sam, continued his benefactor; if I could take it, anybody else could. Let this be a lesson to you.

If you dont gimme my money   began Sam violently.

Its no good trying to do im a kindness, said Harry to the others as he turned to his bunk. He can go an lose it for all I care.

He put his hand in his bunk, and then with a sudden exclamation searched somewhat hastily amongst the bedding. Mr. Dodds, watching him with a scowl, saw him take every article separately out of his bunk, and then sink down appalled on the locker.

Youve took it, Sam  aint  you? he gasped.

Look ere, said Mr. Dodds, with ominous quietness, when youve done your little game.

Its gone, said Harry in a scared voice, somebodys taken it.

Look ere, Arry, give im his money, said Steve impatiently; a jokes a joke, but we dont want too much of it.

I aint got it, said Harry trembling. Sure as I stand ere its gone. I took it out of your pocket, and put it under my piller. You saw me, didnt you, Steve?

Yes, and I told you not to, said Steve. Let this be a warning to you not to try and teach lessons to people wot dont want em.

Im going to the police-station to give im in charge, said Mr. Dodds fiercely, thats wot Im goin to do.

For the Lords sake dont do that, Sam, said Pilchard, clutching him by the coat.

Arry aint made away with it, Sam, said Steve. I saw somebody take it out of his bunk while he was asleep.

Why didnt you stop him? cried Harry, starting up.

I didnt like to interfere, said Steve simply; but I saw where he went to.

Where? demanded Mr. Dodds wildly. Where?

He went straight up on deck, said Steve slowly, walked aft, and then down into the cabin. The skipper woke up, and I heard im say something to him.

Say something to im? repeated the bewildered Dodds. Wot was it?

Well, I ardly like to repeat it, said Steve hesitating.

Wot was it? roared the overwrought Mr. Dodds.

Well, I eard this chap say something, said Steve slowly, and then I heard the skippers voice. But I dont like to repeat wot e said, I reely dont.

Wot was it? roared Mr. Dodds, approaching him with clenched fist.

Well, if you will have it, said Steve with a little cough, the old man said to me, Well done, Steve, he ses, youre the only sensible man of the whole bilin lot. Sams a fool, e ses, and Arrys worse, an if it wasnt for men like you, Steve, life wouldnt be worth living.


THE LOST SHIP

On a fine spring morning in the early part of the present century, Tetby, a small port on the east coast, was keeping high holiday. Tradesmen left their shops, and labourers their work, and flocked down to join the maritime element collected on the quay.

In the usual way Tetby was a quiet, dull little place, clustering in a tiny heap of town on one side of the river, and perching in scattered red-tiled cottages on the cliffs of the other.

Now; however, people were grouped upon the stone quay, with its litter of fish-baskets and coils of rope, waiting expectantly, for to-day the largest ship ever built in Tetby, by Tetby hands, was to start upon her first voyage.

As they waited, discussing past Tetby ships, their builders, their voyages, and their fate, a small piece of white sail showed on the noble barque from her moorings up the river. The groups on the quay grew animated as more sail was set, and in a slow and stately fashion the new ship drew near. As the light breeze took her sails she came faster, sitting the water like a duck, her lofty masts tapering away to the sky as they broke through the white clouds of canvas. She passed within ten fathoms of the quay, and the men cheered and the women held their children up to wave farewell, for she was manned from captain to cabin-boy by Tetby men, and bound for the distant southern seas.

Outside the harbour she altered her course somewhat and bent, like a thing of life, to the wind blowing outside. The crew sprang into the rigging and waved their caps, and kissed their grimy hands to receding Tetby. They were answered by rousing cheers from the shore, hoarse and masculine, to drown the lachrymose attempts of the women.

They watched her until their eyes were dim, and she was a mere white triangular speck on the horizon. Then, like a melting snowflake, she vanished into air, and the Tetby folk, some envying the bold mariners, and others thankful that their lives were cast upon the safe and pleasant shore, slowly dispersed to their homes.

Months passed, and the quiet routine of Tetby went on undisturbed. Other crafts came into port, and, discharging and loading in an easy, comfortable fashion, sailed again. The keel of another ship was being laid in the shipyard, and slowly the time came round when the return of Tetbys Pride, for so she was named, might be reasonably looked for.

It was feared that she might arrive in the night  the cold and cheerless night, when wife and child were abed, and even if roused to go down on to the quay, would see no more of her than her sidelights staining the water, and her dark form stealing cautiously up the river. They would have her come by day. To see her first on that horizon, into which she had dipped and vanished. To see her come closer and closer, the good, stout ship seasoned by southern seas and southern suns, with the crew crowding the sides to gaze at Tetby, and see how the children had grown.

But she came not. Day after day the watchers waited for her in vain. It was whispered at length that she was overdue, and later on, but only by those who had neither kith nor kin aboard of her, that she was missing.

Long after all hope had gone wives and mothers, after the manner of their kind, watched and waited on the cheerless quay. One by one they stayed away, and forgot the dead to attend to the living. Babes grew into sturdy, ruddy-faced boys and girls, boys and girls into young men and women, but no news of the missing ship, no word from the missing men. Slowly year succeeded year, and the lost ship became a legend. The man who had built her was old and gray, and time had smoothed away the sorrows of the bereaved.

It was on a dark, blustering September night that an old woman sat by her fire knitting. The fire was low, for it was more for the sake of company than warmth, and it formed an agreeable contrast to the wind which whistled round the house, bearing on its wings the sound of the waves as they came crashing ashore.

God help those at sea to-night, said the old woman devoutly, as a stronger gust than usual shook the house.

She put her knitting in her lap and clasped her hands, and at that moment the cottage door opened. The lamp flared and smoked up the chimney with the draught, and then went out. As the old woman rose from her seat the door closed.

Whos there? she cried nervously.

Her eyes were dim and the darkness sudden, but she fancied she saw something standing by the door, and snatching a spill from the mantelpiece she thrust it into the fire, and relit the lamp.

A man stood on the threshold, a man of middle age, with white drawn face and scrubby beard. His clothes were in rags, his hair unkempt, and his light grey eyes sunken and tired.

The old woman looked at him, and waited for him to speak. When he did so he took a step towards her, and said  

Mother!

With a great cry she threw herself upon his neck and strained him to her withered bosom, and kissed him. She could not believe her eyes, her senses, but clasped him convulsively, and bade him speak again, and wept, and thanked God, and laughed all in a breath.

Then she remembered herself, and led him tottering to the old Windsor chair, thrust him in it, and quivering with excitement took food and drink from the cupboard and placed before him. He ate hungrily, the old woman watching him, and standing by his side to keep his glass filled with the home-brewed beer. At times he would have spoken, but she motioned him to silence and bade him eat, the tears coursing down her aged cheeks as she looked at his white famished face.

At length he laid down his knife and fork, and drinking off the ale, intimated that he had finished.

My boy, my boy, said the old woman in a broken voice, I thought you had gone down with Tetbys Pride long years ago.

He shook his head heavily.

The captain and crew, and the good ship, asked his mother. Where are they?

Captain  and  crew, said the son, in a strange hesitating fashion; it is a long story  the ale has made me heavy. They are  

He left off abruptly and closed his eyes.

Where are they? asked his mother. What happened?

He opened his eyes slowly.

I  am  tired  dead tired. I have not  slept. Ill tell  you  morning.

He nodded again, and the old woman shook him gently.

Go to bed then. Your old bed, Jem. Its as you left it, and its made and the sheets aired. Its been ready for you ever since.

He rose to his feet, and stood swaying to and fro. His mother opened a door in the wall, and taking the lamp lighted him up the steep wooden staircase to the room he knew so well. Then he took her in his arms in a feeble hug, and kissing her on the forehead sat down wearily on the bed.

The old woman returned to her kitchen, and falling upon her knees remained for some time in a state of grateful, pious ecstasy. When she arose she thought of those other women, and, snatching a shawl from its peg behind the door, ran up the deserted street with her tidings.

In a very short time the town was astir. Like a breath of hope the whisper flew from house to house. Doors closed for the night were thrown open, and wondering children questioned their weeping mothers. Blurred images of husbands and fathers long since given over for dead stood out clear and distinct, smiling with bright faces upon their dear ones.

At the cottage door two or three people had already collected, and others were coming up the street in an unwonted bustle.

They found their way barred by an old woman  a resolute old woman, her face still working with the great joy which had come into her old life, but who refused them admittance until her son had slept. Their thirst for news was uncontrollable, but with a swelling in her throat she realised that her share in Tetbys Pride was safe.

Women who had waited, and got patient at last after years of waitings could not endure these additional few hours. Despair was endurable, but suspense! Ah, God! Was their man alive? What did he look like! Had he aged much?

He was so fatigued he could scarce speak, said she. She had questioned him, but he was unable to reply. Give him but till the dawn, and they should know all.

So they waited, for to go home and sleep was impossible. Occasionally they moved a little way up the street, but never very far, and gathering in small knots excitedly discussed the great event. It came to be understood that the rest of the crew had been cast away on an uninhabited island, it could be nothing else, and would doubtlessly soon be with them; all except one or two perhaps, who were old men when the ship sailed, and had probably died in the mean time. One said this in the hearing of an old woman whose husband, if alive, would be in extreme old age, but she smiled peacefully, albeit her lip trembled, and said she only expected to hear of him, that was all.

The suspense became almost unendurable Would this man never awake? Would it never be dawn? The children were chilled with the wind, but their elders would scarcely have felt an Arctic frost. With growing impatience they waited, glancing at times at two women who held themselves somewhat aloof from the others; two women who had married again, and whose second husbands waited, awkwardly enough, with them.

Slowly the weary windy night wore away, the old woman, deaf to their appeals, still keeping her door fast. The dawn was not yet, though the oft-consulted watches announced it near at hand. It was very close now, and the watchers collected by the door. It was undeniable that things were seen a little more distinctly. One could see better the grey, eager faces of his neighbours.

They knocked upon the door, and the old womans eyes filled as she opened it and saw those faces. Unasked and unchid they invaded the cottage and crowded round the door.

I will go up and fetch him, said the old woman.

If each could have heard the beating of the others hearts, the noise would have been deafen-ing, but as it was there was complete silence, except for some overwrought womans sob.

The old woman opened the door leading to the room above, and with the slow, deliberate steps of age ascended the stairs, and those below heard her calling softly to her son.

Two or three minutes passed and she was heard descending the stairs again  alone. The smile, the pity, had left her face, and she seemed dazed and strange.

I cannot wake him, she said piteously. He sleeps so sound. He is fatigued. I have shaken him, but, he still sleeps.

As she stopped, and looked appealingly round, the other old woman took her hand, and pressing it led her to a chair. Two of the men sprang quickly up the stairs. They were absent but a short while, and then they came down like men bewildered and distraught. No need to speak. A low wail of utter misery rose from the women, and was caught up and repeated by the crowd outside, for the only man who could have set their hearts at rest had escaped the perils of the deep, and died quietly in his bed.

THE END
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AN ODD FREAK

Speaking o money, said the night-watchman thoughtfully, as he selected an empty soapbox on the wharf for a seat, the whole world would be different if we all ad more of it. It would be a brighter and a appier place for everybody.

He broke off to open a small brass tobacco-box and place a little quid of tobacco tenderly into a pouch in his left cheek, critically observing at the same time the efforts of a somewhat large steamer to get alongside the next wharf without blocking up more than three parts of the river. He watched it as though the entire operation depended upon his attention, and, the steamer fast, he turned his eyes back again and resumed his theme.

Of course its the being short that sharpens people, he admitted thoughtfully; the sharpest man I ever knew never ad a hapenny in is pocket, and the ways e had o getting other chaps to pay for is beer would ha made is fortin at the law if ed only ad the eddication. Playful little chap e was. Ive seen men wot didnt know im stand im a pot o beer and then foller im up the road to see im knock down a policeman as ed promised. Theyd foller im to the fust policeman e met, an then ed point them out and say they were goin to half kill im, an the policeman ud just stroll up an ask em wot they were anging about for, but I never eard of a chap telling im. They used to go away struck all of a eap. He died in the accident ward of the London Horse-pittle, poor chap.

He shook his head thoughtfully, and ignoring the statement of a watchman at the next wharf that it was a fine evening, shifted his quid and laughed rumblingly.

The funniest way o raising the wind I ever eard of, he said in explanation, was one that appened about fifteen years ago. Id just taken my discharge as A.B. from the North Star, trading between here and the Australian ports, and the men wot the thing appened to was shipmates o mine, although ony firemen.

I knows its a true story, becos I was in it a little bit myself, and the other part I ad from all of em, and besides, they didnt see anything funny in it at all, or anything out of the way. It seemed to them quite a easy way o making money, and I dessay if it ad come off all right I should have thought so too.

In about a week arter we was paid off at the Albert Docks these chaps was all cleaned out, and they was all in despair, with a thirst wot wasnt half quenched and a spree wot was ony in a manner o speaking just begun, and at the end of that time they came round to a room wot I ad, to see wot could be done. There was four of em in all: old Sam Small, Ginger Dick, Peter Russet, and a orphan nevy of Sams whose father and mother was dead. The mother ad been alf nigger an alf Malay when she was living, and Sam was always pertickler careful to point out that his nevy took arter er. It was enough to make the pore woman turn in er grave to say so, but Sam used to say that e owed it to is brother to explain.

Wots to be done? ses Peter Russet, arter theyd all said wot miserable chaps they was, an ow badly sailor-men was paid. Were all going to sign on in the Lands End, but she doesnt sail for a fortnight; wots to be done in the meantime for to live?

Theres your watch, Peter, ses old Sam, dreamy-like, and theres Gingers ring. Its a good job you kep that ring, Ginger. Were all in the same boat, mates, an I ony wish as Id got something for the general good. Its aving an orphan nevy wots kep me pore.

Stow it, ses the nevy, short-like.

Everythings agin us, ses old Sam. Theres them four green parrots I brought from Brazil, all dead.

So are my two monkeys, ses Peter Russet, shaking is ead; they used to sleep with me, too.

They all shook their eads then, and Russet took Sam up very sharp for saying that praps if he adnt slep with the monkeys they wouldnt ha died. He said if Sam knew more about monkeys than wot e did, why didnt e put is money in them instead o green parrots wot pulled their feathers out and died of cold.

Talking about monkeys, ses Ginger Dick, interrupting old Sam suddenly, wot about young Beauty here?

Well, wot about him? ses the nevy, in a nasty sort o way.

Wy, es worth forty monkeys an millions o green parrots, ses Ginger, starting up; an here e is a-wasting of is opportunities, going about dressed like a Christian. Open your mouth, Beauty, and stick your tongue out and roll your eyes a bit.

Wy not leave well alone, Ginger? ses Russet; and I thought so too. Young Beauty was quite enough for me without that.

Ter blige me, ses Ginger, anxiously, just make yourself as ugly as wot you can, Beauty.

Leave im alone, ses old Sam, as his nevy snarled at em. You aint everybodys money yourself, Ginger.

I tell you, mates, ses Ginger, speaking very slow and solemn, theres a fortin in im. I was lookin at im just now, trying to think who e reminded me of. At fust I thought it was that big stuffed monkey we saw at Melbourne, then I suddenly remembered it was a wild man of Borneo I see when I was a kid up in Sunderland. When I say e was a andsome, good-arted looking gentleman alongside o you, Beauty, do you begin to get my meaning?

Wots the idea, Ginger? ses Sam, getting up to lend me and Russet a and with is nevy.

My idea is this, ses Ginger; take is cloes off im and dress im up in that there winder-blind, or something o the kind; tie im up with a bit o line, and take im round to Ted Reddish in the Ighway and sell im for a undered quid as a wild man of Borneo.

Wot? screams Beauty, in an awful voice. Let go, Peter; let go, dye hear?

Old your noise, Beauty, while your elders is speaking, ses is uncle, and I could see e was struck with the idea.

You jest try dressing me up in a winder-blind, ses his nevy, half-crying with rage.

Listen to reason, Beauty, ses Ginger; youll ave your share of the tin; itll only be for a day or two, and then when weve cleared out you can make your escape, and therell be twenty-five pounds for each of us.

Ow do you make that out, Ginger? ses Sam, in a cold voice.

Fours into a undered, ses Ginger.

Ho, ses Sam. Ho, indeed. I wasnt aweer that e was your nevy, Ginger.

Share and share alike. ses Russet. Its a very good plan o yours, Ginger.

Ginger holds is ead up and looks at im ard.

I thought o the plan, e ses, speaking very slow and deliberate. Sams is uncle, and es the wild man. Threes into a undered go

You neednt bother your fat ead adding up sums, Ginger, ses Russet, very polite. Im going to ave my share; else Ill split to Ted Reddish.

None of em said a word about me: two of em was sitting on my bed; Ginger was using a ankerchief o mine wot e found in the fireplace, and Peter Russet ad ad a drink out o the jug on my washstand, and yet they never even mentioned me. Thats firemen all over, and thats ow it is they get themselves so disliked.

It took em best part of an our to talk round young Beauty, an the langwidge they see fit to use made me thankful to think that the parrots didnt live to larn it.

You never saw anything like Beauty when they ad finished with im. If e was bad in is cloes, e was a perfeck horror without em. Ginger Dick faked im up beautiful, but there was no pleasing im. Fust he found fault with the winder-blind, which e said didnt fit; then e grumbled about going bare-foot, then e wanted somethink to ide is legs, which was natural considering the shape of em. Ginger Dick nearly lost is temper with im, and it was all old Sam could do to stop himself from casting im off forever. He was finished at last, and arter Peter Russet ad slipped downstairs and found a bit o broken clothes-prop in the yard, and ed been shown ow to lean on it and make a noise, Ginger said as ow if Ted Reddish got im for a undered pounds ed get im a bargain.

We must ave a cab, ses old Sam.

Cab? ses Ginger. What for?

We should ave half Wapping following us, ses Sam. Go out and put your ring up, Ginger, and fetch a cab.

Ginger started grumbling, but he went, and presently came back with the cab and the money, and they all went downstairs leading the wild man by a bit o line. They only met one party coming up, and e seemed to remember somethink ed forgotten wot ought to be fetched at once.

Ginger went out fust and opened the cab-door, and then stood there waiting becos at the last moment the wild man said the winder-blind was slipping down. They got im out at last, but before e could get in the cab was going up the road at ten miles an hour, with Ginger anging on to the door calling to it to stop.

It came back at about a mile an a alf an hour, an the remarks of the cabman was eggstrordinary. Even when he got back e wouldnt start till ed got double fare paid in advance; but they got in at last and drove off.

There was a fine scene at Ted Reddishs door. Ginger said that if there was a bit of a struggle it would be a good advertisement for Ted Reddish, and they might praps get more than a undered, and all the three of em could do, they couldnt get the wild man out o that cab, and the cabman was hopping about arf crazy. Every now and then theyd get the wild man arf out, and then hed get in agin and snarl. E didnt seem to know when to leave off, and Ginger and the others got almost as sick of it as the cabman. It must ha taken two years wear out o that cab, but they got im out at last, and Reddishs door being open to see what the row was about, they went straight in.

Wots all this? ses Reddish, who was a tall, thin man, with a dark moustache.

Its a wild man o Borneo, ses Ginger, panting; we caught im in a forest in Brazil, an weve come ere to give you the fust offer.

Ted Reddish was so surprised e couldnt speak at fust. The wild man seemed to take is breath away, and e looked in a elpless kind o way at is wife, whod just come down. She was a nice-lookin woman, fat, with a lot o yaller hair, and she smiled at em as though shed known em all their lives.

Come into the parlour, she ses, kindly, just as Ted was beginning to get is breath.

They followed em in, and the wild man was just going to make hisself comfortable in a easy-chair, when Ginger give im a look, an e curled up on the earthrug instead.

E aint a very fine specimen, ses Ted Reddish, at last.

Its the red side-whiskers I dont like, ses his wife. Besides, who ever eard of a wild man in a collar an necktie?

Youve got hold o the wrong one, ses Ted Reddish, afore Ginger Dick could speak up for hisself.

Oh, I beg your pardin, ses Mrs. Reddish to Ginger, very polite. I thought it was funny a wild man should be wearing a collar. Its my mistake. Thats the wild man, I spose, on the earthrug?

Thats im, mum, ses old Sam, very short.

He dont look wild enough, ses Reddish.

No; es much too tame, ses is wife, shaking her yaller curls.

The chaps all looked at each other then, and the wild man began to think it was time he did somethink; and the nearest thing andy being Gingers leg, e put is teeth into it. Anybody might ha thought Ginger was the wild man then, the way e went on, and Mrs. Reddish said that even if he so far forgot hisself as to use sich langwidge afore er, e oughtnt to before a poor eathen animal.

How much do you want for im? ses Ted Reddish, arter Ginger ad got is leg away, and taken it to the winder to look at it.

One undered pounds, ses old Sam.

Ted Reddish looked at is wife, and they both larfed as though theyd never leave orf.

Why, the market price o the best wild men is only thirty shillings, ses Reddish, wiping is eyes. Ill give you a pound for im.

Old Sam looked at Russet, and Russet looked at Ginger, and then they all larfed.

Well, theres no getting over you, I can see that, ses Reddish, at last. Is he strong?

Strong? Strong aint the word for it, ses Sam.

Bring im to the back and let im ave a wrestle with one o the brown bears, Ted, ses is wife.

Ed kill it, ses old Sam, hastily.

Never mind, ses Reddish, getting up; brown bears is cheap enough.

They all got up then, none of em knowing wot to do, except the wild man, that is, and he got is arms tight round the leg o the table.

Well, ses Ginger, well be pleased for im to wrestle with the bear, but we must ave the un-dered quid fust, in case e injures isself a little.

Ted Reddish looked ard at im, and then he looked at is wife agin.

Ill just go outside and talk it over with the missus, he ses, at last, and they both got up and went out.

Its all right, ses old Sam, winking at Ginger.

Fair cop, ses Ginger, who was still rubbing his leg. I told you it would be, but theres no need for Beauty to overdo it. He nearly ad a bit out o my leg.

Aright, ses the wild man, shifting along the earthrug to where Peter was sitting; but it dont do for me to be too tame. You eard wot she said.

How are you feeling, old man? ses Peter, in a kind voice, as e tucked is legs away under is chair.

Gurr, ses the wild man, going on all fours to the back of the chair, gur  wug  wug  

Dont play the fool, Beauty, ses Peter, with a uneasy smile, as he twisted is ead round. Call im off, Sam.

Gurr, ses the wild man, sniffing at is legs; gurr.

Easy on, Beauty, its no good biting im till they come back, ses old Sam.

I wont be bit at all, ses Russet, very sharp, mind that, Sam. Its my belief Beautys gone mad.

Hush, ses Ginger, and they eard Ted Reddish and is wife coming back. They came in, sat down agin, and after Ted ad ad another good look at the wild man and prodded im all over an looked at is teeth, he spoke up and said theyd decided to give a undered pun for im at the end o three days if e suited.

I spose, ses Sam, looking at the others, that we could ave a bit of it now to go on with?

Its agin our way of doing business, ses Ted Reddish. If it ud been a lion or a tiger we could, but wild men we never do.

The thing is, ses Mrs. Reddish, as the wild man started on Russets leg and was pulled off by Sam and Ginger, where to put im.

Why not put im in with the black leopard? ses her usband.

Theres plenty o room in his cage, says is wife thoughtfully, and it ud be company for im too.

I dont think the wild man ud like that, ses Ginger.

Im sartain sure e wouldnt, says old Sam, shaking is ead.

Well, we must put im in a cage by hisself, I spose, ses Reddish, but we cant be put to much expense. Im sure the money we spent in cats meat for the last wild man we ad was awful.

Dont you spend too much money on cats meat for im, ses Sam, ed very likely leave it. Bringing im ome, we used to give im the same as we ad ourselves, and he got on all right.

Its a wonder you didnt kill im, ses Reddish, severely. Hell be fed very different ere, I can tell you. You wont know im at the end o three days.

Dont change im too sudden, ses Ginger, keeping is ead turned away from the wild man, wot wos trying to catch is eye. Cook is food at fust, cos es been used to it.

I know wot to give im, ses Reddish, offhandedly. I aint been in the line twenty-seven years for nothink. Bring im out to the back, an Ill put im in is new ome.

They all got up and, taking no notice of the wild mans whispers, follered Ted Reddish and is wife out to the back, where all the wild beasts in the world seemed to ave collected to roar out to each other what a beastly place it was.

Im going to put im in Appy Cottage for a time, says Reddish; lend a hand ere, William, he says, beckoning to one of is men.

Is that Appy Cottage? ses old Sam, sniffing, as they got up to a nasty, empty cage with a chain and staple in the wall.

Ted Reddish said it was.

Wot makes you call it that? ses Sam.

Reddish didnt seem to ear im, and it took all Gingers coaxing to get Beauty to go in.

Its ony for a day or two, he whispers.

But ow am I to escape when youve got the brass? ses the wild man.

Well look arter that, ses Ginger, who adnt got the least idea.

The wild man ad a little show for the last time, jist to impress Ted Reddish, an it was pretty to see the way William andled im. The look on the wild mans face showed as ow it was a revelashun to im. Then is three mates took a last look at im and went off.

For the fust day Sam felt uneasy about im, and used to tell us tales about is dead brother which made us think Beauty was lucky to take arter is mother; but it wore off, and the next night, in the Admiral Cochrane, e put is ead on Gingers shoulder, and wep for appiness as e spoke of is nevys home at Appy Cottage.

On the third day Sam was for going round in the morning for the money, but Ginger said it wasnt advisable to show any aste; so they left it to the evening, and Peter Russet wrote Sam a letter signed Barnum, offering im two undered for the wild man, in case Ted Reddish should want to beat em down. They all ad a drink before they went in, and was smiling with good temper to sich an extent that they ad to wait a minute to get their faces straight afore going in.

Come in, ses Reddish, and they follered im into the parler, where Mrs. Reddish was sitting in a armchair shaking er ead and looking at the carpet very sorrowful.

I was afraid youd come, she ses, in a low voice.

So was I, ses Reddish.

What for? ses old Sam. It didnt look much like money, and e felt cross.

Weve ad a loss, ses Mrs. Reddish. She touched erself, and then they see she was all in black, and that Ted Reddish was wearing a black tie and a bit o crape round is arm.

Sorry to ear it, mum, ses old Sam.

It was very sudden, too, ses Mrs. Reddish, wiping er eyes.

Thats better than laying long, ses Peter Russet, comforting like.

Ginger Dick gives a cough. Twenty-five pounds was wot ed come for; not to ear this sort o talk.

Weve been in the wild-beast line seven-an-twenty years, ses Mrs. Reddish, and its the fust time anythink of this sort as appened.

Ealthy family, I spose, ses Sam, staring.

Tell im, Ted, ses Mrs. Reddish, in a usky whisper.

No, you, ses Ted.

Its your place, ses Mrs. Reddish.

A woman can break it better, ses er usband.

Tell us wot? ses Ginger, very snappish.

Ted Reddish cleared is throat.

It wasnt our fault, he ses, slowly, while Mrs. Reddish began to cry agin; ginrally speak-in, animals is afraid o wild men, and night before last, as the wild man wot you left on approval didnt seem to like Appy Cottage, we took im out an put im in with the tiger.

Put him in with the WOT? ses the unfortnit mans uncle, jumping off is chair.

The tiger, ses Reddish. We eard something in the night, but we thought they was only aving a little bit of a tiff, like. In the morning I went down with a bit o cold meat for the wild man, and I thought at first hed escaped; but looking a little bit closer

Dont, Ted, ses is wife. I cant bear it.

Do you mean to tell me that the tiger as eat im? screams old Sam.

Most of im, ses Ted Reddish; but e couldnt ha been much of a wild man to let a tiger get the better of im. I must say I was surprised.

We both was, ses Mrs. Reddish, wiping er eyes.

You might ha eard a pin drop; old Sams eyes was large and staring, Peter Russet was sucking is teeth, an Ginger was wondering wot the law would say to it  if it eard of it.

Its an unfortunit thing for all parties, ses Ted Reddish at last, getting up and standing on the earthrug.

Orrible, ses Sam, uskily. You ought to ha known better than to put im in with a tiger. Wot could you expect? Wy, it was a mad thing to do.

Crool thing, ses Peter Russet.

You dont know the bisness properly, ses Ginger, thats about wot it is. You should ha known better than that.

Well, its no good making a fuss about it, ses Reddish. It was only a wild man arter all, and hed ha died anyway, cos e wouldnt eat the raw meat we gave im, and is pan o water was scarcely touched. Hed ha starved himself anyhow. Im sorry, as I said before, but I must be off; Ive got an appointment down at the docks.

He moved towards the door; Ginger Dick gave Russet a nudge and whispered something and Russet passed it on to Sam.

What about the undered quid? ses pore Beautys uncle, catching old o Reddish as e passed im.

Eh? ses Reddish, surprised Oh, thats off.

Ho! says Sam. Ho! is it? We want a undered quid off of you; an wots more, we mean to ave it.

But the tigers ate im, says Mrs. Reddish, explaining.

I know that, ses Sam, sharply. But e was our wild man, and we want to be paid for im. You should ha been more careful. Well give you five minutes; and if the money aint paid by that time well go straight off to the police-station.

Well, go, ses Ted Reddish.

Sam got up, very stern, and looked at Ginger.

Youll be ruined if we do, ses Ginger.

All right, ses Ted Reddish, comfortably.

Im not sure they cant ang you, ses Russet.

I aint sure either, says Reddish; and Id like to know ow the law stands, in case it appens agin.

Come on, Sam, ses Ginger; come straight to the police-station.

He got up, and moved towards the door. Ted Reddish didnt move a muscle, but Mrs. Reddish flopped on her knees and caught old Sam round the legs, and eld him sos e couldnt move.

Spare im, she ses, crying.

Lea go o my legs, mum, ses Sam.

Come on, Sam, ses Ginger; come to the police.

Old Sam made a desperit effort, and Mrs. Reddish called im a crool monster, and let go and id er face on er husbands shoulder as they all moved out of the parlour, larfing like a mad thing with hysterics.

They moved off slowly, not knowing wot to do, as, of course, they knew they darent go to the police about it. Ginger Dicks temper was awful; but Peter Russet said they mustnt give up all ope  hed write to Ted Reddish and tell im as a friend wot a danger e was in. Old Sam didnt say anything, the loss of his nevy and twenty-five pounds at the same time being almost more than is art could bear, and in a slow, melancholy fashion they walked back to old Sams lodgings.

Well, what the blazes is up now? ses Ginger Dick, as they turned the corner.

There was three or four undered people standing in front of the ouse, and womens eads out of all the winders screaming their ardest for the police, and as they got closer they eard a incessant knocking. It took em nearly five minutes to force their way through the crowd, and then they nearly went crazy as they saw the wild man with alf the winder-blind missing, but otherwise well and arty, standing on the step and giving rat-a-tat-tats at the door for all e was worth.

They never got to know the rights of it, Beauty getting so excited every time they asked im ow he got on that they ad to give it up. But they began to ave a sort of idea at last that Ted Reddish ad been aving a game with em, and that Mrs. Reddish was worse than wot e was.


A GARDEN PLOT

The able-bodied men of the village were at work, the children were at school singing the multiplication-table lullaby, while the wives and mothers at home nursed the baby with one hand and did the housework with the other. At the end of the village an old man past work sat at a rough deal table under the creaking signboard of the Cauliflower, gratefully drinking from a mug of ale supplied by a chance traveller who sat opposite him.

The shade of the elms was pleasant and the ale good. The traveller filled his pipe and, glancing at the dusty hedges and the white road baking in the sun, called for the mugs to be refilled, and pushed his pouch towards his companion. After which he paid a compliment to the appearance of the village.

It aint what it was when I was a boy, quavered the old man, filling his pipe with trembling fingers. I mind when the grindstone was stuck just outside the winder o the forge instead o being one side as it now is; and as for the shop winder  its twice the size it was when I was a young un.

He lit his pipe with the scientific accuracy of a smoker of sixty years standing, and shook his head solemnly as he regarded his altered birthplace. Then his colour heightened and his dim eye flashed.

Its the people about ere as changed more than the place as, he said, with sudden fierceness; theres a set o men about here nowadays as are no good to anybody; reglar raskels. And if youve the mind to listen I can tell you of one or two as couldnt be beat in London itself.

Theres Tom Adams for one. He went and started wot e called a Benevolent Club. Threepence a week each we paid agin sickness or accident, and Tom was secretary. Three weeks arter the club was started he caught a chill and was laid up for a month. He got back to work a week, and then e sprained something in is leg; and arter that was well is inside went wrong. We didnt think much of it at first, not understanding figures; but at the end o six months the club hadnt got a farthing, and they was in Toms debt one pound seventeen-and-six.

He isnt the only one o that sort in the place, either. There was Herbert Richardson. He went to town, and came back with the idea of a Goose Club for Christmas. We paid twopence a week into that for pretty near ten months, and then Herbert went back to town agin, and all we ear of im, through his sister, is that hes still there and doing well, and dont know when hell be back.

But the artfullest and worst man in this place  and thats saying a good deal, mind you  is Bob Pretty. Deep is no word for im. Theres no way of being up to im. Its through im that we lost our Flower Show; and, if youd like to ear the rights o that, I dont suppose theres anybody in this place as knows as much about it as I do  barring Bob hisself that is, but e wouldnt tell it to you as plain as I can.

Wed only ad the Flower Show one year, and little anybody thought that the next one was to be the last. The first year you might smell the place a mile off in the summer, and on the day of the show people came from a long way round, and brought money to spend at the Cauliflower and other places.

It was started just after we got our new parson, and Mrs. Pawlett, the parsons wife, is name being Pawlett, thought as shed encourage men to love their omes and be better usbands by giving a prize every year for the best cottage garden. Three pounds was the prize, and a metal tea-pot with writing on it.

As I said, we only ad it two years. The fust year the garden as got it was a picter, and Bill Chambers, im as won the prize, used to say as e was out o pocket by it, taking is time and the money e spent on flowers. Not as we believed that, you understand, specially as Bill did is very best to get it the next year, too. E didnt get it, and though praps most of us was glad e didnt, we was all very surprised at the way it turned out in the end.

The Flower Show was to be eld on the 5th o July, just as amost everything about here was at its best. On the 15th of June Bill Chamberss garden seemed to be leading, but Peter Smith and Joe Gubbins and Sam Jones and Henery Walker was almost as good, and it was understood that more than one of em had got a surprise which theyd produce at the last moment, too late for the others to copy. We used to sit up here of an evening at this Cauliflower public-house and put money on it. I put mine on Henery Walker, and the time I spent in is garden elping im is a sin and a shame to think of.

Of course some of em used to make fun of it, and Bob Pretty was the worst of em all. He was always a lazy, good-for-nothing man, and is garden was a disgrace. Hed chuck down any rubbish in it: old bones, old tins, bits of an old bucket, anything to make it untidy. He used to larf at em awful about their gardens and about being took up by the parsons wife. Nobody ever see im do any work, real ard work, but the smell from is place at dinner-time was always nice, and I believe that he knew more about game than the parson hisself did.

It was the day arter this one Im speaking about, the 16th o June, that the trouble all began, and it came about in a very eggstrordinary way. George English, a quiet man getting into years, who used when e was younger to foller the sea, and whose only misfortin was that e was a brother-in-law o Bob Prettys, his sister marrying Bob while e was at sea and knowing nothing about it, ad a letter come from a mate of his who ad gone to Australia to live. Hed ad letters from Australia before, as we all knew from Miss Wicks at the post-office, but this one upset him altogether. He didnt seem like to know what to do about it.

While he was wondering Bill Chambers passed. He always did pass Georges ouse about that time in the evening, it being on is way ome, and he saw George standing at is gate with a letter in is and looking very puzzled.

Evenin, George, ses Bill.

Evenin, ses George.

Not bad news, I ope? ses Bill, noticing is manner, and thinking it was strange.
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No, ses George. Ive just ad a very eggstrordinary letter from Australia, he ses, thats all.

Bill Chambers was always a very inquisitive sort o man, and he stayed and talked to George until George, arter fust making him swear oaths that e wouldnt tell a soul, took im inside and showed im the letter.

It was more like a story-book than a letter. Georges mate, John Biggs by name, wrote to say that an uncle of his who had just died, on is deathbed told him that thirty years ago he ad been in this very village, staying at this ere very Cauliflower, whose beer were drinking now. In the night, when everybody was asleep, he got up and went quiet-like and buried a bag of five hundred and seventeen sovereigns and one half-sovereign in one of the cottage gardens till e could come for it agin. He didnt say ow he come by the money, and, when Bill spoke about that, George English said that, knowing the man, he was afraid e adnt come by it honest, but anyway his friend John Biggs wanted it, and, wot was more, ad asked im in the letter to get it for im.

And wot Im to do about it, Bill, he ses, I dont know. All the directions he gives is, that e thinks it was the tenth cottage on the right-and side of the road, coming down from the Cauliflower. He thinks its the tenth, but es not quite sure. Do you think Id better make it known and offer a reward of ten shillings, say, to any one who finds it?

No, ses Bill, shaking is ead. I should hold on a bit if I was you, and think it over. I shouldnt tell another single soul, if I was you.

I beleeve youre right, ses George. John Biggs would never forgive me if I lost that money for im. Youll remember about keeping it secret, Bill?

Bill swore he wouldnt tell a soul, and e went off ome and ad his supper, and then e walked up the road to the Cauliflower and back, and then up and back again, thinking over what George ad been telling im, and noticing, what e d never taken the trouble to notice before, that is very house was the tenth one from the Cauliflower.

Mrs. Chambers woke up at two oclock next morning and told Bill to get up further, and then found e wasnt there. She was rather surprised at first, but she didnt think much of it, and thought, what happened to be true, that e was busy in the garden, it being a light night. She turned over and went to sleep again, and at five when she woke up she could distinctly ear Bill working is ardest. Then she went to the winder and nearly dropped as she saw Bill in his shirt and trousers digging away like mad. A quarter of the garden was all dug up, and she shoved open the winder and screamed out to know what e was doing.

Bill stood up straight and wiped is face with his shirt-sleeve and started digging again, and then his wife just put something on and rushed downstairs as fast as she could go.

What on earth are you a-doing of, Bill? she screams.

Go indoors, ses Bill, still digging.

Have you gone mad? she ses, half-crying.

Bill just stopped to throw a lump of mould at her, and then went on digging till Henery Walker, who also thought e ad gone mad, and didnt want to stop im too soon, put is ead over the edge and asked im the same thing.

Ask no questions and youll ear no lies, and keep your ugly face your own side of the edge, ses Bill. Take it indoors and frighten the children with, he ses. I dont want it staring at me.

Henery walked off offended, and Bill went on with his digging. He wouldnt go to work, and e ad his breakfast in the garden, and his wife spent all the morning in the front answering the neighbours questions and begging of em to go in and say something to Bill. One of em did go, and came back amost directly and stood there for hours telling diffrent people wot Bill ad said to er, and asking whether e couldnt be locked up for it.

By tea-time Bill was dead-beat, and that stiff he could ardly raise is bread and butter to his mouth. Several o the chaps looked in in the evening, but all they could get out of im was, that it was a new way o cultivating is garden e ad just eard of, and that those who lived the longest would see the most. By night-time ed nearly finished the job, and is garden was just ruined.

Afore people ad done talking about Bill, Im blest if Peter Smith didnt go and cultivate is garden in exactly the same way. The parson and is wife was away on their oliday, and nobody could say a word. The curate who ad come over to take is place for a time, and who took the names of people for the Flower Show, did point out to im that he was spoiling is chances, but Peter was so rude to im that he didnt stay long enough to say much.

When Joe Gubbins started digging up is garden people began to think they were all bewitched, and I went round to see Henery Walker to tell im wot a fine chance ed got, and to remind im that Id put another ninepence on im the night before. All e said was, More fool you, and went on digging a ole in his garden big enough to put a ouse in.

In a fortnights time there wasnt a garden worth looking at in the place, and it was quite clear thered be no Flower Show that year, and of all the silly, bad-tempered men in the place them as ad dug up their pretty gardens was the wust.

It was just a few days before the day fixed for the Flower Show, and I was walking up the road when I see Joe and Henery Walker and one or two more leaning over Bob Prettys fence and talking to im. I stopped, too, to see what they were looking at, and found they was watching Bobs two boys a-weeding of is garden. It was a disgraceful, untidy sort of place, as I said before, with a few marigolds and nasturtiums, and sich-like put in anywhere, and Bob was walking up and down smoking of is pipe and watching is wife hoe atween the plants and cut off dead marigold blooms.

Thats a pretty garden youve got there, Bob, ses Joe, grinning.

Ive seen wuss, ses Bob.

Going in for the Flower Show, Bob? ses Henery, with a wink at us.

O course I am, ses Bob olding is ead up; my marigolds ought to pull me through, he ses.

Henery wouldnt believe it at first, but when he saw Bob show is missus ow to pat the path down with the back o the spade and hold the nails for er while she nailed a climbing nasturtium to the fence, he went off and fetched Bill Chambers and one or two others, and they all leaned over the fence breathing their ardest and a-saying of all the nasty things to Bob they could think of.

Its the best-kep garden in the place, ses Bob. I aint afraid o your new way o cultivating flowers, Bill Chambers. Old-fashioned ways suit me best; I learnt ow to grow flowers from my father.

You aint ad the cheek to give your name in, Bob? ses Sam Jones, staring.

Bob didnt answer im. Tick those bits o grass out o the path, old gal, he ses to is wife; they look untidy, and untidiness I cant abear.

He walked up and down smoking is pipe and pretending not to notice Henery Walker, wot ad moved farther along the fence, and was staring at some drabble-tailed-looking geraniums as if ed seen em afore but wasnt quite sure where.

Admiring my geraniums, Henery? ses Bob at last.

Whered you get em? ses Henery, ardly able to speak.

My florists, ses Bob, in a off-hand manner.

Your wot? asks Henery.

My florist, ses Bob.

And who might e be when es at home? asked Henery.

Taint so likely Im going to tell you that, ses Bob. Be reasonable, Henery, and ask yourself whether its likely I should tell you is name. Why, Ive never seen sich fine geraniums afore. Ive been nursing em inside all the summer, and just planted em out.

About two days arter I threw mine over my back fence, ses Henery Walker, speaking very slowly.

Ho, ses Bob, surprised. I didnt know you ad any geraniums, Henery. I thought you was digging for gravel this year.

Henery didnt answer im. Not because e didnt want to, mind you, but because he couldnt.

That one, ses Bob, pointing at a broken geranium with the stem of is pipe, is a Dook o Wellington, and that white one there is wot Im going to call Prettys Pride. That fine marigold over there, wot looks like a sunflower, is called Golden Dreams.

Come along, Henery, ses Bill Chambers, bursting, come and get something to take the taste out of your mouth.

Im sorry I cant offer you a flower for your button-ole, ses Bob, perlitely, but its getting so near the Flower Show now I cant afford it. If you chaps only knew wot pleasure was to be ad sitting among your innercent flowers, you wouldnt want to go to the public-house so often.

He shook is ead at em, and telling his wife to give the Dook o Wellington a mug of water, sat down in the chair agin and wiped the sweat off is brow.

Bill Chambers did a bit o thinking as they walked up the road, and by and by e turns to Joe Gubbins and e ses:

Seen anything o George English lately, Joe?

Yes, ses Joe.

Seems to me we all ave, ses Sam Jones.

None of em liked to say wot was in their minds, aving all seen George English and swore pretty strong not to tell his secret, and none of em liking to own up that theyd been digging up their gardens to get money as ed told em about. But presently Bill Chambers ses:

Without telling no secrets or breaking no promises, Joe, supposing a certain ouse was mentioned in a certain letter from forrin parts, wot ouse was it?

Supposing it was so, ses Joe, careful too; the second ouse counting from the Cauliflower.

The ninth ouse, you mean, ses Henery Walker, sharply.

Second ouse in Mill Lane, you mean, ses Sam Jones, wot lived there.

Then they all see ow theyd been done, and that they wasnt, in a manner o speaking, referring to the same letter. They came up and sat ere where were sitting now, all dazed-like. It wasnt only the chance o losing the prize that upset em, but theyd wasted their time and ruined their gardens and got called mad by the other folks. Henery Walkers state o mind was dreadful for to see, and he kep thinking of orrible things to say to George English, and then being afraid they wasnt strong enough.

While they was talking who should come along but George English hisself! He came right up to the table, and they all sat back on the bench and stared at im fierce, and Henery Walker crinkled is nose at him.

Evening, he ses, but none of em answered im; they all looked at Henery to see wot e was going to say.

Wots up? ses George, in surprise.

Gardens, ses Henery.

So Ive eard, ses George.

He shook is ead and looked at them sorrowful and severe at the same time.

So I eard, and I couldnt believe my ears till I went and looked for myself, he ses, and wot I want to say is this: you know wot Im referring to. If any man as found wot dont belong to him e knows who to give it to. It aint wot I should ave expected of men wots lived in the same place as me for years. Talk about honesty, e ses, shaking is ead agin, I should like to see a little of it.

Peter Smith opened his mouth to speak, and ardly knowing wot e was doing took a pull at is beer at the same time, and if Sam Jones adnt been by to thump im on the back I blieve hed ha died there and then.

Mark my words, ses George English, speaking very slow and solemn, therell be no blessing on it. Whoevers made is fortune by getting up and digging is garden over wont get no real benefit from it. He may wear a black coat and new trousers on Sunday, but e wont be appy. Ill go and get my little taste o beer somewhere else, e ses. I cant breathe here.

He walked off before any one could say a word; Bill Chambers dropped is pipe and smashed it, Henery Walker sat staring after im with is mouth wide open, and Sam Jones, who was always one to take advantage, drank is own beer under the firm belief that it was Joes.

I shall take care that Mrs. Pawlett ears o this, ses Henery, at last.

And be asked wot you dug your garden up for, ses Joe, and ave to explain that you broke your promise to George. Why, shed talk at us for years and years.

And parson ud preach a sermon about it, ses Sam; wheres your sense, Henery?

We should be the larfing-stock for miles round, ses Bill Chambers. If anybody wants to know, I dug my garden up to enrich the soil for next year, and also to give some other chap a chance of the prize.

Peter Smith as always been a unfortunit man; hes got the name for it. He was just aving another drink as Bill said that, and this time we all thought ed gorn. He did hisself.

Mrs. Pawlett and the parson came ome next day, an er voice got that squeaky with surprise it was painful to listen to her. All the chaps stuck to the tale that theyd dug their garden up to give the others a chance, and Henery Walker, e went further and said it was owing to a sermon on unselfishness wot the curate ad preached three weeks afore. He ad a nice little red-covered ymn-book the next day with From a friend wrote in it.

All things considered, Mrs. Pawlett was for doing away with the Flower Show that year and giving two prizes next year instead, but one or two other chaps, encouraged by Bobs example, ad given in their names too, and they said it wouldnt be fair to their wives. All the gardens but one was worse than Bobs, they not having started till later than wot e did, and not being able to get their geraniums from is florist. The only better garden was Ralph Thomsons, who lived next door to im, but two nights afore the Flower Show is pig got walking in its sleep. Ralph said it was a mystery to im ow the pig could ha got out; it must ha put its foot through a hole too small for it, and turned the button of its door, and then climbed over a four-foot fence. He told Bob e wished the pig could speak, but Bob said that that was sinful and unchristian of im, and that most likely if it could, it would only call im a lot o bad names, and ask im why he didnt feed it properly.

There was quite a crowd on Flower Show day following the judges. First of all, to Bill Chamberss astonishment and surprise, they went to is place and stood on the eaps in is garden judging em, while Bill peeped at em through the kitchen winder arf-crazy. They went to every garden in the place, until one of the young ladies got tired of it, and asked Mrs. Pawlett whether they was there to judge cottage gardens or earthquakes.

Everybody eld their breaths that evening in the school room when Mrs. Pawlett got up on the platform and took a slip of paper from one of the judges. She stood a moment waiting for silence, and then eld up her and to stop what she thought was clapping at the back, but which was two or three wimmen who ad ad to take their crying babies out trying to quiet em in the porch. Then Mrs. Pawlett put er glasses on her nose and just read out, short and sweet, that the prize of three sovereigns and a metal teapot for the best-kept cottage garden ad been won by Mr. Robert Pretty.

One or two people patted Bob on the back as e walked up the middle to take the prize; then one or two more did, and Bill Chamberss pat was the eartiest of em all. Bob stopped and spoke to im about it.

You would ardly think that Bob ud have the cheek to stand up there and make a speech, but e did. He said it gave im great pleasure to take the teapot and the money, and the more pleasure because e felt that e had earned em. He said that if e told em all ed done to make sure o the prize theyd be surprised. He said that ed been like Ralph Thomsons pig, up early and late.

He stood up there talking as though e was never going to leave off, and said that e hoped as is example would be of benefit to is neighbours. Some of em seemed to think that digging was everything, but e could say with pride that e adnt put a spade to is garden for three years until a week ago, and then not much.

He finished is remarks by saying that e was going to give a tea-party up at the Cauliflower to christen the teapot, where ed be pleased to welcome all friends. Quite a crowd got up and followed im out then, instead o waiting for the dissolving views, and came back arf an hour arterwards, saying that until theyd got as far as the Cauliflower theyd no idea as Bob was so per-tikler who e mixed with.

That was the last Flower Show we ever ad in Claybury, Mrs. Pawlett and the judges meeting the tea-party coming ome, and aving to get over a gate into a field to let it pass. What with that and Mrs. Pawlett tumbling over something further up the road, which turned out to be the teapot, smelling strong of beer, the Flower Show was given up, and the parson preached three Sundays running on the sin of beer-drinking to children whod never ad any and wimmen who couldnt get it.


PRIVATE CLOTHES

At half-past nine the crew of the Merman were buried in slumber, at nine thirty-two three of the members were awake with heads protruding out of their bunks, trying to peer through the gloom, while the fourth dreamt that a tea-tray was falling down a never-ending staircase. On the floor of the forecastle something was cursing prettily and rubbing itself.

Did you ear anything, Ted? inquired a voice in an interval of silence.

Who is it? demanded Ted, ignoring the question. Wot dyer want?

Ill let you know who I am, said a thick and angry voice. Ive broke my blarsted back.

Light the lamp, Bill, said Ted.

Bill struck a tandsticker match, and carefully nursing the tiny sulphurous flame with his hand, saw dimly some high-coloured object on the floor.

He got out of his bunk and lit the lamp, and an angry and very drunken member of Her Majestys foot forces became visible.

Wot are you doin ere? inquired Ted, sharply, this aint the guard-room.

Who knocked me over? demanded the soldier sternly; take your co  coat off lik a man.

He rose to his feet and swayed unsteadily to and fro.

If you keep your lil eads still, he said gravely, to Bill, Ill punch em.

By a stroke of good fortune he selected the real head, and gave it a blow which sent it crashing against the woodwork. For a moment the seaman stood gathering his scattered senses, then with an oath he sprang forward, and in the lightest of fighting trim waited until his adversary, who was by this time on the floor again, should have regained his feet.

Hes drunk, Bill, said another voice, dont urt im. Hes a chap wot said e was coming aboard to see me  I met im in the Green Man this evening. You was coming to see me, mate, wasnt you?

The soldier looked up stupidly, and gripping hold of the injured Bill by the shirt, staggered to his feet again, and advancing towards the last speaker let fly suddenly in his face.

Sort man I am, he said, autobiographically. Feel my arm.

The indignant Bill took him by both, and throwing himself upon him suddenly fell with him to the floor. The intruders head met the boards with a loud crash, and then there was silence.

You aint killed im, Bill? said an old seaman, stooping over him anxiously.

Course not, was the reply; give us some water.

He threw some in the soldiers face, and then poured some down his neck, but with no result. Then he stood upright, and exchanged glances of consternation with his friends.

I dont like the way hes breathing, he said, in a trembling voice.

You always was pertikler, Bill, said the cook, who had thankfully got to the bottom of his staircase. If I was you

He was not allowed to proceed any further; footsteps and a voice were heard above, and as old Thomas hastily extinguished the lamp, the mates head was thrust down the scuttle, and the mates voice sounded a profane reveillé.

Wot are we goin to do with it? inquired Ted, as the mate walked away.

Im, Ted, said Bill, nervously. Hes alive all right.

If we put im ashore an es dead, said old Thomas, therell be trouble for somebody. Better let im be, and if es dead, why we dont none of us know nothing about it.

The men ran up on deck, and Bill, being the last to leave, put a boot under the soldiers head before he left. Ten minutes later they were under way, and standing about the deck, discussed the situation in thrilling whispers as opportunity offered.

At breakfast, by which time they were in a dirty tumbling sea, with the Nore lightship, a brown, forlorn-looking object on their beam, the soldier, who had been breathing stertorously, raised his heavy head from the boot, and with glassy eyes and tightly compressed lips gazed wonderingly about him.

Wot cheer, mate? said the delighted Bill. Ow goes it?

Where am I? inquired Private Harry Bliss, in a weak voice.

Brig Merman, said Bill; bound for Byster-mouth.

Well, Im damned, said Private Bliss; its a blooming miracle. Open the winder, its a bit stuffy down here. Who  who brought me here?

You come to see me last night, said Bob, an fell down, I spose; then you punched Bill ere in the eye and me in the jor.

Mr. Bliss, still feeling very sick and faint, turned to Bill, and after critically glancing at the eye turned on him for inspection, transferred his regards to the other mans jaw.

Im a devil when Im boozed, he said, in a satisfied voice. Well, I must get ashore; I shall get cells for this, I expect.

He staggered to the ladder, and with unsteady haste gained the deck and made for the side. The heaving waters made him giddy to look at, and he gazed for preference at a thin line of coast stretching away in the distance.

The startled mate, who was steering, gave him a hail, but he made no reply. A little fishing-boat was jumping about in a way to make a sea-sick man crazy, and he closed his eyes with a groan.

Then the skipper, aroused by the mates hail, came up from below, and walking up to him put a heavy hand on his shoulder.

What are you doing aboard this ship? he demanded, austerely.

Go away, said Private Bliss, faintly; take your paw off my tunic; youll spoil it.

He clung miserably to the side, leaving the incensed skipper to demand explanations from the crew. The crew knew nothing about him, and said that he must have stowed himself away in an empty bunk; the skipper pointed out coarsely that there were no empty bunks, whereupon Bill said that he had not occupied his the previous evening, but had fallen asleep sitting on the locker, and had injured his eye against the corner of a bunk in consequence. In proof whereof he produced the eye.

Look here, old man, said Private Bliss, who suddenly felt better. He turned and patted the skipper on the back. You just turn to the left a bit and put me ashore, will you?

Ill put you ashore at Bystermouth, said the skipper, with a grin. Youre a deserter, thats what you are, and Ill take care youre took care of.

You put me ashore! roared Private Bliss, with a very fine imitation of the sergeant-majors parade voice.

Get out and walk, said the skipper contemptuously, over his shoulder, as he walked off.

Here, said Mr. Bliss, unbuckling his belt, hold my tunic one of you. Ill learn im.

Before the paralysed crew could prevent him he had flung his coat into Bills arms and followed the master of the Merman aft. As a light-weight he was rather fancied at the gymnasium, and in the all too brief exhibition which followed he displayed fine form and a knowledge of anatomy which even the skippers tailor was powerless to frustrate.

The frenzy of the skipper as Ted assisted him to his feet and he saw his antagonist struggling in the arms of the crew was terrible to behold. Strong men shivered at his words, but Mr. Bliss, addressing him as Whiskers, told him to call his crew off and to come on, and shaping as well as two pairs of brawny arms round his middle would permit, endeavoured in vain to reach him.

This, said the skipper, bitterly, as he turned to the mate, is what you an me have to pay to keep up. I wouldnt let you go now, my lad, not for a fi pun note. Deserter, thats what you are!

He turned and went below, and Private Bliss, after an insulting address to the mate, was hauled forward, struggling fiercely, and seated on the deck to recover. The excitement passed, he lost his colour again, and struggling into his tunic, went and brooded over the side.

By dinner-time his faintness had passed, and he sniffed with relish at the smell from the galley. The cook emerged bearing dinner to the cabin, then he returned and took a fine smoking piece of boiled beef flanked with carrots down to the forecastle. Private Bliss eyed him wistfully and his mouth watered.

For a time pride struggled with hunger, then pride won a partial victory and he descended carelessly to the forecastle.

Can any o you chaps lend me a pipe o baccy? he asked, cheerfully.

Bill rummaged in his pocket and found a little tobacco in a twist of paper.

Bad thing to smoke on a empty stomach, he said, with his mouth full.

Taint my fault its empty, said Private Bliss, pathetically.

Taint mine, said Bill.

Ive eard, said the cook, who was a tenderhearted man, as ow its a good thing to go for a day or so without food sometimes.

Who said so? inquired Private Bliss, hotly.

Diffrent people, replied the cook.

You can tell em from me theyre blamed fools, said Mr. Bliss.

There was an uncomfortable silence; Mr. Bliss lit his pipe, but it did not seem to draw well.

Did you like that pot o six-half I stood you last night? he inquired somewhat pointedly of Bob.

Bob hesitated and looked at his plate.

No, it was a bit flat, he said at length.

Well, I wont stop you chaps at your grub, said Private Bliss, bitterly, as he turned to depart.

Youre not stopping us, said Ted, cheerfully. Id offer you a bit, only

Only what? demanded the other.

Skippers orders, said Ted. He ses were not to. He ses if we do its helping a deserter, and well all get six months.

But youre helping me by having me on board, said Private Bliss; besides, I dont want to desert.

We couldnt elp you coming aboard, said Bill, thats wot the old man said, but e ses we can elp giving of him vittles, he ses.

Well, have I got to starve? demanded the horror-stricken Mr. Bliss.

Look ere, said Bill, frankly, go and speak to the old man. Its no good talking to us. Go and have it out with him.

Private Bliss thanked him and went on deck. Old Thomas was at the wheel, and a pleasant clatter of knives and forks came up through the open skylight of the cabin. Ignoring the old man, who waved him away, he raised the open skylight still higher, and thrust his head in.

Go away, bawled the skipper, pausing with his knife in his fist as he caught sight of him.

I want to know where Im to have my dinner, bawled back the thoroughly roused Mr. Bliss.

Your dinner! said the skipper, with an air of surprise; why, I didnt know you ad any.

Private Bliss took his head away, and holding it very erect, took in his belt a little and walked slowly up and down the deck. Then he went to the water-cask and took a long drink, and an hour later a generous message was received from the skipper that he might have as many biscuits as he liked.

On this plain fare Private Bliss lived the whole of that day and the next, snatching a few hours troubled sleep on the locker at nights. His peace of mind was by no means increased by the information of Ted that Bystermouth was a garrison town, and feeling that in spite of any explanation he would be treated as a deserter, he resolved to desert in good earnest at the first opportunity that offered.

By the third day nobody took any notice of him, and his presence on board was almost forgotten, until Bob, going down to the forecastle, created a stir by asking somewhat excitedly what had become of him.

Hes on deck, I spose, said the cook, who was having a pipe.

Hes not, said Bob, solemnly.

Hes not gone overboard, I spose? said Bill, starting up.

Touched by this morbid suggestion they went up on deck and looked round; Private Bliss was nowhere to be seen, and Ted, who was steering, Had heard no splash. He seemed to have disappeared by magic, and the cook, after a hurried search, ventured aft, and, descending to the cabin, mentioned his fears to the skipper.

Nonsense! said that gentleman, sharply, Ill lay Ill find him.

He came on deck and looked round, followed at a respectful distance by the crew, but there was no sign of Mr. Bliss.

Then an idea, a horrid idea, occurred to the cook. The colour left his cheeks and he gazed helplessly at the skipper.

What is it? bawled the latter.

The cook, incapable of speech, raised a trembling hand and pointed to the galley. The skipper started, and, rushing to the door, drew it hastily back.

Mr. Bliss had apparently finished, though he still toyed languidly with his knife and fork as though loath to put them down. A half-emptied saucepan of potatoes stood on the floor by his side, and a bone, with a small fragment of meat adhering, was between his legs on a saucepan lid which served as a dish.

Rather underdone, cook, he said, severely, as he met that worthys horror-stricken gaze.

Is that the cabins or the mens hes eaten? vociferated the skipper.

Cabins, replied Mr. Bliss, before the cook could speak; it looked the best. Now, has anybody got a nice see-gar?

He drew back the door the other side of the galley as he spoke, and went out that way. A move was made towards him, but he backed, and picking up a handspike swung it round his head.

Let him be, said the skipper in a choking voice, let him be. Hell have to answer for stealing my dinner when I get im ashore. Cook, take the mens dinner down into the cabin. Ill talk to you by and by.

He walked aft and disappeared below, while Private Bliss, still fondling the handspike, listened unmoved to a lengthy vituperation which Bill called a plain and honest opinion of his behaviour.

Its the last dinner youll ave for some time, he concluded, spitefully; itll be skilly for you when you get ashore.

Mr. Bliss smiled, and, fidgeting with his tongue, asked him for the loan of his toothpick.

You wont be using it yourself, he urged. Now you go below all of you and start on the biscuits, theres good men. Its no use standing there saying a lot o bad words what I left off when I was four years old.

He filled his pipe with some tobacco he had thoughtfully borrowed from the cook before dinner, and dropping into a negligent attitude on the deck, smoked placidly with his eyes half-closed. The brig was fairly steady and the air hot and slumberous, and with an easy assurance that nobody would hit him while in that position, he allowed his head to fall on his chest and dropped off into a light sleep.

It became evident to him the following afternoon that they were nearing Bystermouth. The skipper contented himself with eyeing him with an air of malicious satisfaction, but the crew gratified themselves by painting the horrors of his position in strong colors. Private Bliss affected indifference, but listened eagerly to all they had to say, with the air of a general considering his enemys plans.

It was a source of disappointment to the crew that they did not arrive until after nightfall, and the tide was already too low for them to enter the harbour. They anchored outside, and Private Bliss, despite his position, felt glad as he smelt the land again, and saw the twinkling lights and houses ashore. He could even hear the clatter of a belated vehicle driving along the seafront. Lights on the summits of the heights in the background, indicated, so Bill said, the position of the fort.

To the joy of the men he partly broke down in the forecastle that night; and, in tropical language, severally blamed his parents, the School Board, and the Army for not having taught him to swim. The last thing that Bill heard, ere sleep closed his lids, was a pious resolution on the part of Mr. Bliss to the effect that all his children should be taught the art of natation as soon as they were born.

Bill woke up just before six; and, hearing a complaining voice, thought at first that his military friend was still speaking. The voice got more and more querulous with occasional excursions into the profane, and the seaman, rubbing his eyes, turned his head, and saw old Thomas groping about the forecastle.

Wots the matter with you, old un? he demanded.

I cant find my trousis, grumbled the old man.

Did you ave em on larst night? inquired Bill, who was still half asleep.

Course I did, you fool, said the other snappishly.

Be civil, said Bill, calmly, be civil. Are you sure you havent got em on now?

The old man greeted this helpful suggestion with such a volley of abuse that Bill lost his temper.

Praps somebodys got em on their bed, thinking they was a patchwork quilt, he said, coldly; its a mistake anybody might make. Have you got the jacket?

I aint got nothing, replied the bewildered old man, cept wot I stand up in.

That aint much, said Bill frankly. Wheres that blooming sojer? he demanded suddenly.

I dont know where e is, and I dont care, replied the old man. On deck, I spose.

Praps es got em on, said the unforgiving Bill; e didnt seem a very pertikler sort of chap.

The old man started, and hurriedly ascended to the deck. He was absent two or three minutes, and, when he returned, consternation was writ large upon his face.

Hes gone, he spluttered; there aint a sign of im about, and the life-belt wot hangs on the galley as gone too. Wot am I to do?

Well, they was very old cloes, said Bill, soothingly, an you aint a bad figger, not for your time o life, Thomas.

Theres many a wooden-legged man ud be glad to change with you, affirmed Ted, who had been roused by the noise. Youll soon get over the feeling o shyness, Thomas.

The forecastle laughed encouragingly, and Thomas, who had begun to realise the position, joined in. He laughed till the tears ran down his cheeks, and his excitement began to alarm his friends.

Dont be a fool, Thomas, said Bob, anxiously.

I cant help it, said the old man, struggling hysterically; its the best joke Ive heard.

Hes gone dotty, said Ted, solemnly. I never eard of a man larfing like that a cos hed lorst is cloes.

Im not larfing at that, said Thomas, regaining his composure by a great effort. Im larfing at a joke wot you dont know of yet.

A deadly chill struck at the hearts of the listeners at these words, then Bill, after a glance at the foot of his bunk, where he usually kept his clothes, sprang out and began a hopeless search. The other men followed suit, and the air rang with lamentations and profanity. Even the spare suits in the mens chests had gone; and Bill, a prey to acute despair, sat down, and in a striking passage consigned the entire British Army to perdition.

Es taken one suit and chucked the rest overboard, I expect, so as we shant be able to go arter im, said Thomas. I expect he could swim arter all, Bill.

Bill, still busy with the British Army, paid no heed.

We must go an tell the old man, said Ted.

Better be careful, cautioned the cook. Im an the mate ad a go at the whisky last night, an you know wot e is next morning.

The men went up slowly on deck. The morning was fine, but the air, chill with a breeze from the land, had them at a disadvantage. Ashore, a few people were early astir.

You go down, Thomas, youre the oldest, said Bill.

I was thinking o Ted going, said Thomas, es the youngest.

Ted snorted derisively. Oh, was you? he remarked helpfully.

Or Bob, said the old man, dont matter which.

Toss up for it, said the cook.

Bill, who was keeping his money in his hand as the only safe place left to him, produced a penny and spun it in the air.

Wait a bit, said Ted, earnestly. Wot time was you to call the old man? he asked, turning to the cook.

Toss up for it, repeated that worthy, hurriedly.

Six oclock, said Bob, speaking for him; its that now, cookie. Better go an call im at once.

I dassent go like this, said the trembling cook.

Well, youll ave to, said Bill. If the old man misses the tide, you know wot youve got to expect.

Lets follow im down, said Ted. Come along, cookie, well see you righted.

The cook thanked him, and, followed by the others, led the way down to interview the skipper. The clock ticked on the mantlepiece, and heavy snoring proceeded both from the mates bunk and the state-room. On the door of the latter the cook knocked gently; then he turned the handle and peeped in.

The skipper, raising a heavy head, set in matted hair and disordered whiskers, glared at him fiercely.

What dye want? he roared.

If you please, sir began the cook.

He opened the door as he spoke, and disclosed the lightly-clad crowd behind. The skippers eyes grew large and his jaw dropped, while inarticulate words came from his parched and astonished throat; and the mate, who was by this time awake, sat up in his bunk and cursed them roundly for their indelicacy.

Get out, roared the skipper, recovering his voice.

We came to tell you, interposed Bill, as ow  

Get out, roared the skipper again. How dare you come to my state-room, and like this, too.

All our clothes ave gone and so as the sojer chap, said Bill.

Serve you damned well right for letting him go, cried the skipper, angrily. Hurry up, George, and get alongside, he called to the mate, well catch him yet. Clear out, you  you  ballet girls.

The indignant seamen withdrew slowly, and, reaching the foot of the companion, stood there in mutinous indecision. Then, as the cook placed his foot on the step, the skipper was heard calling to the mate again.

George? he said, in an odd voice.

Well? was the reply.

I hope youre not forgetting yourself and playing larks, said the skipper, with severity.

Larks? repeated the mate, as the alarmed crew fled silently on deck and stood listening open-mouthed at the companion. Of course I aint. You dont mean to tell me

All my clothes have gone, every stitch Ive got, replied the skipper, desperately, as the mate sprang out. I shall have to borrow some of yours. If I catch that infernal

Youre quite welcome, said the mate, bitterly, only somebody has borrowed em already. Thats what comes of sleeping too heavy.

The Merman sailed bashfully into harbour half an hour later, the uniforms of its crew evoking severe comment from the people on the quay. At the same time, Mr. Harry Bliss, walking along the road some ten miles distant, was trying to decide upon his future career, his present calling of shipwrecked sailor being somewhat too hazardous even for his bold spirit.


THE BULLY OF THE CAVENDISH

Talking of prize-fighters, sir, said the night-watchman, who had nearly danced himself over the edge of the wharf in illustrating one of Mr. Corbetts most trusted blows, and was now sitting down taking in sufficient air for three, they aint wot they used to be when I was a boy. They advertise in the papers for months and months about their fights, and when it does come off, they do it with gloves, and theyre all right agin a day or two arter.

I saw a picter the other day o one punching a bag wot couldnt punch back, for practice. Why, I remember as a young man Sinker Pitt, as used to ave the Kings Arms ere in is old age; when e wanted practice is plan was to dress up in a soft at and black coat like a chapel minister or something, and go in a pub and contradict people; sailor-men for choice. Hed ha no more thought o hitting a pore armless bag than I should ha thought of hitting im.

The strangest prize-fighter I ever come acrost was one wot shipped with me on the Cavendish. He was the most eggstrordinary fighter Ive ever seen or eard of, and e got to be such a nuisance afore ed done with us that we could ardly call our souls our own. He shipped as an ordinary seaman  a unfair thing to do, as e was anything but ordinary, and ad no right to be there at all.

Wed got one terror on board afore he come, and that was Bill Bone, one o the biggest and strongest men Ive ever seen down a ships focsle, and thats saying a good deal. Built more like a bull than a man, e was, and when he was in his tantrums the best thing to do was to get out of is way or else get into your bunk and keep quiet. Oppersition used to send im crazy amost, an if e said a red shirt was a blue one, you ad to keep quiet. It didnt do to agree with im and call it blue even, cos if you did hed call you a liar and punch you for telling lies.

He was the only drawback to that ship. We ad a nice old man, good mates, and good grub. You may know it was A1 when I tell you that most of us ad been in er for several vyges.

But Bill was a drawback, and no mistake. In the main he was a earty, good-tempered sort o shipmate as youd wish to see, only, as I said afore, oppersition was a thing he could not and would not stand. It used to fly to his ed direckly.

The vyge Im speaking of  we used to trade between Australia and London  Bill came aboard about an hour afore the ship sailed. The rest of us was already aboard and down below, some of us stowing our things away and the rest sitting down and telling each other lies about wot wed been doing. Bill came lurching down the ladder, and Tom Baker put is and to im to steady im as he got to the bottom.

Who are you putting your ands on? ses Bill, glaring at im.

Only olding you up, Bill, ses Tom, smiling.

Oh, ses Bill.

He put is back up agin a bunk and pulled his-self together.

Olding of me  up  was you? he ses; whaffor, if I might be so bold as to arsk?

I thought your foot ad slipped, Bill, old man, ses Tom; but Im sorry if it adnt.

Bill looks at im agin, ard.

Sorry if my foot didnt slip? he ses.

You know wot I mean, Bill, ses Tom, smiling a uneasy smile.

Dont laugh at me, roars Bill.

I wasnt laughing, Bill, old pal, ses Tom.

Es called me a liar, ses Bill, looking round at us; called me a liar. Old my coat, Charlie, and Ill split im in halves.

Charlie took the coat like a lamb, though he was Toms pal, and Tom looked round to see whether he couldnt nip up the ladder and get away, but Bill was just in front of it. Then Tom found out that one of is bootlaces was undone and he knelt down to do it up, and this young ordinary seaman, Joe Simms by name, put his ead out of his bunk and he ses, quiet-like:

You aint afraid of that thing, mate, are you?

Wot? screams Bill, starting.

Dont make such a noise when Im speaking, ses Joe; wheres your manners, you great ulking rascal?

I thought Bill would ha dropped with surprise at being spoke to like that. His face was purple all over and e stood staring at Joe as though e didnt know wot to make of im. And we stared too, Joe being a smallish sort o chap and not looking at all strong.

Go easy, mate, whispers Tom; you dont know who youre talking to.

Bosh, ses Joe, hes no good. Hes too fat and too silly to do any arm. He shant urt you while Im ere.

He just rolled out of is bunk and, standing in front of Bill, put is fists up at im and stared im straight in the eye.

You touch that man, he ses, quietly, pointing to Tom, and Ill give you such a dressing-down as youve never ad afore. Mark my words, now.

I wasnt going to it him, ses Bill, in a strange, mild voice.

Youd better not, ses the young un, shaking his fist at im; youd better not, my lad. If theres any fighting to be done in this focsle Ill do it. Mind that.

Its no good me saying we was staggered; becos staggered aint no word for it. To see Bill put is hands in is pockets and try and whistle, and then sit down on a locker and scratch is head, was the most amazing thing Ive ever seen. Presently e begins to sing under his breath.

Stop that umming, ses Joe; when I want you to um, Ill tell you.

Bill left off umming, and then he gives a little cough behind the back of is and, and, arter fidgeting about a bit with is feet, went up on deck again.

Strewth, ses Tom, looking round at us, ave we shipped a bloomin prize-fighter?

Wot did you call me? ses Joe, looking at im.

Nothing, mate, ses Tom, drawing back.

You keep a quiet tongue in your ed, ses Joe, and speak when youre spoken to, my lad.

He was a ordinary seaman, mind, talking to A. B.s like that. Men whod been up aloft and doing their little bit when e was going about catching cold in is little petticuts. Still, if Bill could stand it, we supposed as wed better.

Bill stayed up on deck till we was under way, and is spirit seemed to be broke. He went about is work like a man wot was walking in is sleep, and when breakfast come e ardly tasted it.

Joe made a splendid breakfast, and when hed finished e went to Bills bunk and chucked the things out all over the place and said e was going to ave it for himself. And Bill sat there and took it all quiet, and by-and-by he took is things up and put them in Joes bunk without a word.

It was the most peaceful fust day we ad ever ad down that focsle, Bill usually being in is tantrums the fust day or two at sea, and wanting to know why ed been born. If you talked you was noisy and worriting, and if you didnt talk you was sulky; but this time e sat quite still and didnt interfere a bit. It was such a pleasant change that we all felt a bit grateful, and at tea-time Tom Baker patted Joe on the back and said he was one o the right old sort.

Youve been in a scrape or two in your time, I know, he ses, admiring like. I knew you was a bit of a one with your fists direckly I see you.

Oh, ows that? asks Joe.

I could see by your nose, ses Tom.

You never know how to take people like that. The words ad ardly left Toms lips afore the other ups with a basin of ot tea and heaves it all over im.

Take that, you insulting rascal, he ses, as Tom jumped up spluttering and wiping is face with his coat. How dare you insult me?

Get up, ses Tom, dancing with rage. Get up; prize-fighter or no prize-fighter, Ill mark you.

Sit down, ses Bill, turning round.

Im going to ave a go at im, Bill, ses Tom; if youre afraid of im, I aint.

Sit down, ses Bill, starting up. Ow dare you insult me like that?

Like wot? ses Tom, staring.

If I cant lick im you cant, ses Bill; thats ow it is, mate.

But I can try, ses Tom.

All right, ses Bill. Me fust, then if you lick me, you can ave a go at im. If you cant lick me, ow can you lick im?

Sit down, both of you, ses young Joe, drinking Bills tea to make up for is own. And mind you, Im cock o this focsle, and dont you forget it. Sit down, both of you, afore I start on you.

They both sat down, but Tom wasnt quick enough to please Bill, and he got a wipe o the side o the ead that made it ring for an hour afterwards.

That was the beginning of it, and instead of aving one master we found wed got two, owing to the eggstrordinry way Bill had o looking at things. He gave Joe best without even aving a try at him, and if anybody else wanted to ave a try, it was a insult to Bill. We couldnt make ed or tail of it, and all we could get out of Bill was that e had one time ad a turn-up with Joe Simms ashore, which hed remember all is life. It must ha been something of a turn, too, the way Bill used to try and curry favour with im.

In about three days our life wasnt worth living, and the focsle was more like a Sunday-school class than anything else. In the fust place Joe put down swearing. He wouldnt ave no bad langwidge, he said, and he didnt neither. If a man used a bad word Joe would pull im up the fust time, and the second hed order Bill to it im, being afraid of urting im too much imself. Arf the men ad to leave off talking altogether when Joe was by, but the way they used to swear when he wasnt was something shocking. Harry Moore got clergymans sore throat one arternoon through it.

Then Joe objected to us playing cards for money, and we ad to arrange on the quiet that brace buttons was ha-pennies and coat buttons pennies, and that lasted until one evening Tom Baker got up and danced and nearly went off is ead with joy through havin won a few dozen. That was enough for Joe, and Bill by his orders took the cards and pitched em over the side.

Sweet-earting and that sort o thing Joe couldnt abear, and Ned Davis put his foot into it finely one arternoon through not knowing. He was lying in is bunk smoking and thinking, and by and by he looked across at Bill, who was arf asleep, and e ses:

I wonder whether youll see that little gal at Melbourne agin this trip, Bill.

Bills eyes opened wide and he shook is fist at Ned, as Ned thought, playful-like.

All right, Im a-looking at you, Bill, e ses. I can see you.

What gal is that, Ned? ses Joe, who was in the next bunk to him, and I saw Bills eyes screw up tight, and e suddenly fell fast asleep.

I dont know er name, ses Ned, but she was very much struck on Bill; they used to go to the theayter together.

Pretty gal? ses Joe, leading im on.

Rather, ses Ned. Trust Bill for that, e. always gets the prettiest gal in the place  Ive known as many as six and seven to

WOT! screams Bill, waking up out of is sleep, and jumping out of is bunk.

Keep still, Bill, and dont interfere when Im talking, ses Joe, very sharp.

Es insulted me, ses Bill; talking about gals when everybody knows I ate em worse than pison.

Hold your tongue, ses Joe. Now, Ned, whats this about this little gal? Whats er name?

It was only a little joke o mine, ses Ned, who saw ed put is foot in it. Bill ates em worse than  worse than  pison.

Youre telling me a lie, ses Joe, sternly. Who was it?

It was only my fun, Joe, ses Ned.

Oh, very well then. Im going to ave a bit of fun now, ses Joe. Bill!

Yes, ses Bill.

I wont it Ned myself for fear I shall do im a lasting injury, ses Joe, so you just start on im and keep on till e tells all about your goings on with that gal.

Hit im to make im tell about me? ses Bill, staring is ardest.

You eard wot I said, ses Joe; dont repeat my words. You a married man, too; Ive got sisters of my own, and Im going to put this sort o thing down. If you dont down im, I will.

Ned wasnt much of a fighter, and I alf expected to see im do a bolt up on deck and complain to the skipper. He did look like it for a moment, then he stood up, looking a bit white as Bill walked over to im, and the next moment is fist flew out, and afore we could turn round Im blest if Bill wasnt on the floor. E got up as if e was dazed like, struck out wild at Ned and missed im, and the next moment was knocked down agin. We could ardly believe our eyes, and as for Ned, e looked as though ed been doing miracles by mistake.

When Bill got up the second time e was that shaky e could ardly stand, and Ned ad it all is own way, until at last e got Bills ead under is arm and punched at it till they was both tired.

All right, ses Bill; Ive ad enough. Ive met my master.

Wot? ses Joe, staring.

Ive met my master, ses Bill, going and sitting down. Ned as knocked me about crool.

Joe looked at im, speechless, and then without saying another word, or aving a go at Ned himself, as we expected, e went up on deck, and Ned crossed over and sat down by Bill.

I ope I didnt hurt you, mate, he ses, kindly.

Hurt me? roars Bill. You! You urt me? You, you little bag o bones. Wait till I get you ashore by yourself for five minits, Ned Davis, and then youll know what urting means.

I dont understand you, Bill, ses Ned; youre a mystery, thats what you are; but I tell you plain when you go ashore you dont have me for a companion.

It was a mystery to all of us, and it got worse and worse as time went on. Bill didnt dare to call is soul is own, although Joe only hit im once the whole time, and then not very hard, and he excused is cowardice by telling us of a man Joe ad killed in a fight down in one o them West-end clubs.

Wot with Joes Sunday-school ways and Bill backing em up, we was all pretty glad by the time we got to Melbourne. It was like getting out o prisn to get away from Joe for a little while. All but Bill, that is, and Joe took im to hear a dissolving views on John Bunyan. Bill said ed be delighted to go, but the language he used about im on the quiet when he came back showed what e thought of it. I dont know who John Bunyan is, or wot hes done, but the things Bill said about im I wouldnt soil my tongue by repeating.

Arter wed been there two or three days we began to feel amost sorry, for Bill. Night arter night, when we was ashore, Joe would take im off and look arter im, and at last, partly for is sake, but more to see the fun, Tom Baker managed to think o something to put things straight.

You stay aboard to-night, Bill, he ses one morning, and youll see something that ll startle you.

Worse than you? ses Bill, whose temper was getting worse and worse.

Therell be an end o that bullying, Joe, ses Tom, taking im by the arm. Weve arranged to give im a lesson asll lay im up for a time.

Oh, ses Bill, looking ard at a boat wot was passing.

Weve got Dodgy Pete coming to see us tonight, ses Tom, in a whisper; therell only be the second officer aboard, and hell likely be asleep. Dodgys one o the best light-weights in Australia, and if e dont fix up Mister Joe, itll be a pity.

Youre a fair treat, Tom, ses Bill, turning round; thats what you are. A fair treat.

I thought youd be pleased, Bill, ses Tom.

Pleased aint no name for it, Tom, answers Bill. Youve took a load off my mind.

The focsle was pretty full that evening, everybody giving each other a little grin on the quiet, and looking over to where Joe was sitting in is bunk putting a button or two on his coat. At about ha-past six Dodgy comes aboard, and the fun begins to commence.

He was a nasty, low-looking little chap, was Dodgy, very fly-looking and very conceited. I didnt like the look of im at all, and unbearable as Joe was, it didnt seem to be quite the sort o thing to get a chap aboard to ammer a shipmate you couldnt ammer yourself.

Nasty stuffy place youve got down ere, ses Dodgy, who was smoking a big cigar; I cant think ow you can stick it.

It aint bad for a focsle, ses Charlie.

An whats that in that bunk over there? ses Dodgy, pointing with is cigar at Joe.

Hush, be careful, ses Tom, with a wink; thats a prize-fighter.

Oh, ses Dodgy, grinning, I thought it was a monkey.

You might ave heard a pin drop, and there was a pleasant feeling went all over us at the thought of the little fight we was going to see all to ourselves, as Joe lays down the jacket he was stitching at and just puts is little ead over the side o the bunk.

Bill, he ses, yawning.

Well, ses Bill, all on the grin like the rest of us.

Who is that andsome, gentlemanly-looking young feller over there smoking a half-crown cigar? ses Joe.

Thats a young gent wots come down to ave a look round, ses Tom, as Dodgy takes is cigar out of is mouth and looks round, puzzled.

Wot a terror e must be to the gals, with them lovely little peepers of is, ses Joe, shaking isead. Bill!

Well, ses Bill, agin, as Dodgy got up.

Take that lovely little gentleman and kick im up the focsle ladder, ses Joe, taking up is jacket agin; and dont make too much noise over it, cos Ive got a bit of a ead-ache, else Id do it myself.

There was a laugh went all round then, and Tom Baker was near killing himself, and then Im blessed if Bill didnt get up and begin taking off is coat.

Wots the game? ses Dodgy, staring.

Im obeying orders, ses Bill. Last time I was in London, Joe ere half killed me one time, and e made me promise to do as e told me for six months. Im very sorry, mate, but Ive got to kick you up that ladder.

You kick me up? ses Dodgy, with a nasty little laugh.

I can try, mate, cant I? ses Bill, folding is things up very neat and putting em on a locker.

Old my cigar, ses Dodgy, taking it out of is mouth and sticking it in Charlies. I dont need to take my coat off to im.

E altered is mind, though, when he saw Bills chest and arms, and not only took off his coat, but his waistcoat too. Then, with a nasty look at Bill, e put up is fists and just pranced up to im.

The fust blow Bill missed, and the next moment e got a tap on the jaw that nearly broke it, and that was followed up by one in the eye that sent im staggering up agin the side, and when e was there Dodgys fists were rattling all round im.

I believe it was that that brought Bill round, and the next moment Dodgy was on is back with a blow that nearly knocked his ead off. Charlie grabbed at Toms watch and began to count, and after a little bit called out Time, It was a silly thing to do, as it would ave stopped the fight then and there if it adnt been for Toms presence of mind, saying it was two minutes slow. That gave Dodgy a chance, and he got up again and walked round Bill very careful, swearing ard at the small size of the focsle.

He got in three or four at Bill afore you could wink amost, and when Bill it back e wasnt there. That seemed to annoy Bill more than anything, and he suddenly flung out is arms, and grabbing old of im flung im right across the focsle to where, fortunately for im  Dodgy, I mean  Tom Baker was sitting.

Charlie called Time again, and we let em ave five minutes while we elped Tom to bed, and then wot e called the disgusting exhibishun was resoomed. Bill ad dipped is face in a bucket and ad rubbed is great arms all over and was as fresh as a daisy. Dodgy looked a bit tottery, but e was game all through and very careful, and, try as Bill might, he didnt seem to be able to get old of im agin.

In five minutes more, though, it was all over, Dodgy not being able to see plain  except to get out o Bills way  and hitting wild. He seemed to think the whole focsle was full o Bills sitting on a locker and waiting to be punched, and the end of it was a knock-out blow from the real Bill which left im on the floor without a soul offering to pick im up.

Bill elped im up at last and shook hands with im, and they rinsed their faces in the same bucket, and began to praise each other up. They sat there purring like a couple o cats, until at last we eard a smothered voice coming from Joe Simmss bunk.

Is it all over? he asks.

Yes, ses somebody.

How is Bill? ses Joes voice again.

Look for yourself, ses Tom.

Joe sat up in is bunk then and looked out, and he no sooner saw Bills face than he gave a loud cry and fell back agin, and, as true as Im sitting here, fainted clean away. We was struck all of a eap, and then Bill picked up the bucket and threw some water over im, and by and by he comes round agin and in a dazed sort o way puts his arm round Bills neck and begins to cry.

Mighty Moses! ses Dodgy Pete, jumping up, its a woman!

Its my wife! ses Bill.

We understood it all then, leastways the married ones among us did. Shed shipped aboard partly to be with Bill and partly to keep an eye on im, and Tom Bakers mistake about a prizefighter had just suited her book better than anything. How Bill was to get er home e couldnt think, but it appened the second officer had been peeping down the focsle, waiting for ever so long for a suitable opportunity to stop the fight, and the old man was so tickled about the way wed all been done e gave er a passage back as stewardess to look arter the ships cat.


THE RESURRECTION OF MR. WIGGETT

Mr. Sol Ketchmaid, landlord of the Ship, sat in his snug bar, rising occasionally from his seat by the taps to minister to the wants of the customers who shared this pleasant retreat with him.

Forty years at sea before the mast had made Mr. Ketchmaid an authority on affairs maritime; five years in command of the Ship Inn, with the nearest other licensed house five miles off, had made him an autocrat.

From his cushioned Windsor-chair he listened pompously to the conversation. Sometimes he joined in and took sides, and on these occasions it was a foregone conclusion that the side he espoused would win. No matter how reasonable the opponents argument or how gross his personalities, Mr. Ketchmaid, in his capacity of host, had one unfailing rejoinder  the man was drunk. When Mr. Ketchmaid had pronounced that opinion the argument was at an end. A nervousness about his license  conspicuous at other times by its absence  would suddenly possess him, and, opening the little wicket which gave admission to the bar, he would order the offender in scathing terms to withdraw.

Twice recently had he found occasion to warn Mr. Ned Clark, the village shoemaker, the strength of whose head had been a boast in the village for many years. On the third occasion the indignant shoemaker was interrupted in the middle of an impassioned harangue on free speech and bundled into the road by the ostler. After this nobody was safe.

To-night Mr. Ketchmaid, meeting his eye as he entered the bar, nodded curtly. The shoemaker had stayed away three days as a protest, and the landlord was naturally indignant at such contumacy.

Good evening, Mr. Ketchmaid, said the shoemaker, screwing up his little black eyes; just give me a small bottle o lemonade, if you please.

Mr. Clarks cronies laughed, and Mr. Ketchmaid, after glancing at him to make sure that he was in earnest, served him in silence.

Theres one thing about lemonade, said the shoemaker, as he sipped it gingerly; nobody could say you was drunk, not if you drank bucketsful of it.

There was an awkward silence, broken at last by Mr. Clark smacking his lips.

Any news since Ive been away, chaps? he inquired; or ave you just been sitting round as usual listening to the extra-ordinary adventures what happened to Mr. Ketchmaid whilst a-foller-ing of the sea?

Truth is stranger than fiction, Ned, said Mr. Peter Smith, the tailor, reprovingly.

The shoemaker assented. But I never thought so till I heard some o the things Mr. Ketchmaid as been through, he remarked.

Well, you know now, said the landlord, shortly.

And the truthfullest of your yarns are the most wonderful of the lot, to my mind, said Mr. Clark.

What do you mean by the truthfullest? demanded the landlord, gripping the arms of his chair.

Why, the strangest, grinned the shoemaker.

Ah, hes been through a lot, Mr. Ketchmaid has, said the tailor.

The truthfullest one to my mind, said the shoemaker, regarding the landlord with spiteful interest, is that one where Henry Wiggett, the boatswains mate, ad his leg bit off saving Mr. Ketchmaid from the shark, and is shipmate, Sam Jones, the nigger cook, was wounded saving im from the South Sea Highlanders.

I never get tired o hearing that yarn, said the affable Mr. Smith.

I do, said Mr. Clark.

Mr. Ketchmaid looked up from his pipe and eyed him darkly; the shoemaker smiled serenely.

Another small bottle o lemonade, landlord, he said, slowly.

Go and get your lemonade somewhere else, said the bursting Mr. Ketchmaid.

I prefer to ave it here, rejoined the shoemaker, and youve got to serve me, Ketchmaid. A licensed publican is compelled to serve people whether he likes to or not, else he loses of is license.

Not when theyre the worse for licker he aint, said the landlord.

Certainly not, said the shoemaker; thats why Im sticking to lemonade, Ketchmaid.

The indignant Mr. Ketchmaid, removing the wire from the cork, discharged the missile at the ceiling. The shoemaker took the glass from him and looked round with offensive slyness.

Heres the ealth of Henry Wiggett what lost is leg to save Mr. Ketchmaids life, he said, unctuously. Also the ealth of Sam Jones, who let hisself be speared through the chest for the same noble purpose. Likewise the health of Captain Peters, who nursed Mr. Ketchmaid like is own son when he got knocked up doing the work of five men as was drowned; likewise the health o Dick Lee, who helped Mr. Ketchmaid capture a Chinese junk full of pirates and killed the whole seventeen of em by Ow did you say you killedem, Ketchmaid?

The landlord, who was busy with the taps, affected not to hear.

Killed the whole seventeen of em by first telling em yarns till they fell asleep and then choking em with Henry Wiggetts wooden leg, resumed the shoemaker.

Kee  hee, said a hapless listener, explosively. Kee  hee  kee  

He checked himself suddenly, and assumed an air of great solemnity as the landlord looked his way.

Youd better go ome, Jem Summers, said the fuming Mr. Ketchmaid. Youre the worse for liker.

Im not, said Mr. Summers, stoutly.

Out you go, said Mr. Ketchmaid, briefly. You know my rules. I keep a respectable house, and them as cant drink in moderation are best outside.

You should stick to lemonade, Jem, said Mr. Clark. You can say what you like then.

Mr. Summers looked round for support, and then, seeing no pity in the landlords eye, departed, wondering inwardly how he was to spend the remainder of the evening. The company in the bar gazed at each other soberly and exchanged whispers.

Understand, Ned Clark, said the indignant Mr. Ketchmaid, I dont want your money in this public-house. Take it somewhere else.

Thankee, but I prefer to come here, said the shoemaker, ostentatiously sipping his lemonade. I like to listen to your tales of the sea. In a quiet way I get a lot of amusement out of em.

Do you disbelieve my word? demanded Mr. Ketchmaid, hotly.

Why, o course I do, replied the shoemaker; we all do. Youd see how silly they are yourself if you only stopped to think. You and your sharks!  no shark would want to eat you unless it was blind.

Mr. Ketchmaid allowed this gross reflection on his personal appearance to pass unnoticed, and for the first time of many evenings sat listening in torment as the shoemaker began the narration of a series of events which he claimed had happened to a seafaring nephew. Many of these bore a striking resemblance to Mr. Ketch-maids own experiences, the only difference being that the nephew had no eye at all for the probabilities.

In this fell work Mr. Clark was ably assisted by the offended Mr. Summers. Side by side they sat and quaffed lemonade, and burlesqued the landlords autobiography, the only consolation afforded to Mr. Ketchmaid consisting in the reflection that they were losing a harmless pleasure in good liquor. Once, and once only, they succumbed to the superior attractions of alcohol, and Mr. Ketchmaid, returning from a visit to his brewer at the large seaport of Burnsea, heard from the ostler the details of a carouse with which he had been utterly unable to cope.

The couple returned to lemonade the following night, and remained faithful to that beverage until an event transpired which rendered further self-denial a mere foolishness.

It was about a week later, Mr. Ketchmaid had just resumed his seat after serving a customer, when the attention of all present was attracted by an odd and regular tapping on the brick-paved passage outside. It stopped at the tap-room, and a murmur of voices escaped at the open door. Then the door was closed, and a loud, penetrating voice called on the name of Sol Ketchmaid.

Good Heavens! said the amazed landlord, half-rising from his seat and falling back again, I ought to know that voice.

Sol Ketchmaid, bellowed the voice again; where are you, shipmate?

Hennery Wig-gett! gasped the landlord, as a small man with ragged whiskers appeared at the wicket, it cant be!

The new-comer regarded him tenderly for a moment without a word, and then, kicking open the door with an unmistakable wooden leg, stumped into the bar, and grasping his outstretched hand shook it fervently.

I met Capn Peters in Melbourne, said the stranger, as his friend pushed him into his own chair, and questioned him breathlessly. He told me where you was.

The sight o you, Hennery Wiggett, is better to me than diamonds, said Mr. Ketchmaid, ecstatically. How did you get here?

A friend of his, Capn Jones, of the barque Venus, gave me a passage to London, said Mr. Wiggett, and Ive tramped down from there without a penny in my pocket.

And Sol Ketchmaids glad to see you, sir, said Mr. Smith, who, with the rest of the company, had been looking on in a state of great admiration. Hes never tired of telling us ow you saved him from the shark and ad your leg bit off in so doing.

Id ave my other bit off for im, too, said Mr. Wiggett, as the landlord patted him affectionately on the shoulder and thrust a glass of spirits into his hands. Cheerful, I would. The kindest-earted and the bravest man that ever breathed, is old Sol Ketchmaid.

He took the landlords hand again, and, squeezing it affectionately, looked round the comfortable bar with much approval. They began to converse in the low tones of confidence, and names which had figured in many of the landlords stories fell continuously on the listeners ears.

You never eard anything more o pore Sam Jones, I spose? said Mr. Ketchmaid.

Mr. Wiggett put down his glass.

I ran up agin a man in Rio Janeiro two years ago, he said, mournfully. Pore old Sam died in is arms with your name upon is honest black lips.

Enough to kill any man, muttered the discomfited Mr. Clark, looking round defiantly upon his murmuring friends.

Who is this putty-faced swab, Sol? demanded Mr. Wiggett, turning a fierce glance in the shoemakers direction.

Hes our cobbler, said the landlord, but you dont want to take no notice of im. Nobody else does. Hes a man who as good as told me Im a liar.

Wot! said Mr. Wiggett, rising and stumping across the bar; take it back, mate. Ive only got one leg, but nobody shall run down Sol while I can draw breath. The finest sailor-man that ever trod a deck is Sol, and the best-earted.

Hear, hear, said Mr. Smith; own up as youre in the wrong, Ned.

When I was laying in my bunk in the focsle being nursed back to life, continued Mr. Wig-gett, enthusiastically, who was it that set by my side olding my and and telling me to live for his sake?  why, Sol Ketchmaid. Who was it that said that hed stick to me for life?  why Sol Ketchmaid. Who was it said that so long as e ad a crust I should have first bite at it, and so long as e ad a bed I should ave first half of it?  why, Sol Ketchmaid!

He paused to take breath, and a flattering murmur arose from his listeners, while the subject of his discourse looked at him as though his eloquence was in something of the nature of a surprise even to him.

In my old age and on my beam-ends, continued Mr. Wiggett, I remembered them words of old Sol, and I knew if I could only find im my troubles were over. I knew that I could creep into is little harbour and lay snug. I knew that what Sol said he meant. I lost my leg saving is life, and he is grateful.

So he ought to be, said Mr. Clark, and Im proud to shake ands with a hero.

He gripped Mr. Wiggetts hand, and the others followed suit. The wooden-legged man wound up with Mr. Ketchmaid, and, disdaining to notice that that veracious mariners grasp was somewhat limp, sank into his chair again, and asked for a cigar.

Lend me the box, Sol, he said, jovially, as he took it from him. Im going to and em round. This is my treat, mates. Pore old Henry Wig-getts treat.

He passed the box round, Mr. Ketchmaid watching in helpless indignation as the customers, discarding their pipes, thanked Mr. Wiggett warmly, and helped themselves to a threepenny cigar apiece. Mr. Clark was so particular that he spoilt at least two by undue pinching before he could find one to his satisfaction.

Closing time came all too soon, Mr. Wiggett, whose popularity was never for a moment in doubt, developing gifts to which his friend had never even alluded. He sang comic songs in a voice which made the glasses rattle on the shelves, asked some really clever riddles, and wound up with a conjuring trick which consisted in borrowing half a crown from Mr. Ketchmaid and making it pass into the pocket of Mr. Peter Smith. This last was perhaps not quite so satisfactory, as the utmost efforts of the tailor failed to discover the coin, and he went home under a cloud of suspicion which nearly drove him frantic.

I ope youre satisfied, said Mr. Wiggett, as the landlord, having shot the bolts of the front door, returned to the bar.

You went a bit too far, said Mr. Ketchmaid, shortly; you should ha been content with doing what I told you to do. And who asked you to and my cigars round?

I got a bit excited, pleaded the other.

And you forgot to tell em youre going to start to-morrow to live with that niece of yours in New Zealand, added the landlord.

So I did, said Mr. Wiggett, smiting his forehead; so I did. Im very sorry; Ill tell em tomorrow night.

Mention it casual like, to-morrow morning, commanded Mr. Ketchmaid, and get off in the arternoon, then Ill give you some dinner besides the five shillings as arranged.

Mr. Wiggett thanked him warmly, and, taking a candle, withdrew to the unwonted luxury of clean sheets and a soft bed. For some time he lay awake in deep thought and then, smothering a laugh with the bed-clothes, he gave a sigh of content and fell asleep.

To the landlords great annoyance his guest went for a walk next morning and did not return until the evening, when he explained that he had walked too far for his crippled condition and was unable to get back. Much sympathy was manifested for him in the bar, but in all the conversation that ensued Mr. Ketchmaid listened in vain for any hint of his departure. Signals were of no use, Mr. Wiggett merely nodding amiably and raising his glass in response; and when, by considerable strategy, he brought the conversation from pig-killing to nieces, Mr. Wiggett deftly transferred it to uncles and discoursed on pawn-broking.

The helpless Mr. Ketchmaid suffered in silence, with his eye on the clock, and almost danced with impatience at the tardiness of his departing guests. He accompanied the last man to the door, and then, crimson with rage, returned to the bar to talk to Mr. Wiggett.

Wot dyr mean by it? he thundered.

Mean by what, Sol? inquired Mr. Wiggett, looking up in surprise.

Dont you call me Sol, cos I wont have it, vociferated the landlord, standing over him with his fist clenched. First thing to-morrow morning off you go.

Off? repeated the other in amazement. Off? Whereto?

Anywhere, said the overwrought landlord; so long as you get out of here, I dont care where you go.

Mr. Wiggett, who was smoking a cigar, the third that evening, laid it carefully on the table by his side, and regarded him with tender reproach.

You aint yourself, Sol, he said, with conviction; dont say another word else you might say things youll be sorry for.

His forebodings were more than justified, Mr. Ketchmaid indulging in a few remarks about his birth, parentage, and character which would have shocked an East-end policeman.

First thing to-morrow morning you go, he concluded, fiercely. Ive a good mind to turn you out now. You know the arrangement I made with you.

Arrangement! said the mystified Mr. Wiggett; what arrangements? Why, I aint seen you for ten years and more. If it adnt been for meeting Capn Peters

He was interrupted by frenzied and incoherent exclamations from Mr. Ketchmaid.

Sol Ketchmaid, he said, with dignity, I ope youre drunk. I ope its the drink and not Sol Ketchmaid, wot I saved from the shark by aving my leg bit off, talking. I saved your life, Sol, an I ave come into your little harbour and let go my little anchor to stay there till I go aloft to join poor Sam Jones wot died with your name on is lips.

He sprang suddenly erect as Mr. Ketchmaid, with a loud cry, snatched up a bottle and made as though to brain him with it.

You rascal, said the landlord, in a stifled voice. You infernal rascal. I never set eyes on you till I saw you the other day on the quay at Burnsea, and, just for an innercent little joke like with Ned Clark, asked you to come in and pretend.

Pretend! repeated Mr. Wiggett, in a horror-stricken voice. Pretend! Have you forgotten me pushing you out of the way and saying, Save yourself, Sol, as the sharks jaw clashed together over my leg? Have you forgotten ow  ?

Look ere, said Mr. Ketchmaid, thrusting an infuriated face close to his, there never was a Henery Wiggett; there never was a shark; there never was a Sam Jones!

Never  was  a  Sam Jones! said the dazed Mr. Wiggett, sinking into his chair. Aint you got a spark o proper feeling left, Sol?

He fumbled in his pocket, and producing the remains of a dirty handkerchief wiped his eyes to the memory of the faithful black.
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Look here, said Mr. Ketchmaid, putting down the bottle and regarding him intently, youve got me fair. Now, will you go for a pound?

Got you? said Mr. Wiggett, severely; Im ashamed of you, Sol. Go to bed and sleep off the drink, and in the morning you can take Henry Wiggetts and, but not before.

He took a box of matches from the bar and, relighting the stump of his cigar, contemplated Mr. Ketchmaid for some time in silence, and then, with a serious shake of his head, stumped off to bed. Mr. Ketchmaid remained below, and for at least an hour sat thinking of ways and means out of the dilemma into which his ingenuity had led him.

He went to bed with the puzzle still unsolved, and the morning yielded no solution. Mr. Wiggett appeared to have forgotten the previous nights proceedings altogether, and steadfastly declined to take umbrage at a manner which would have chilled a rhinoceros. He told several fresh anecdotes of himself and Sam Jones that evening; anecdotes which, at the immediate risk of choking, Mr. Ketchmaid was obliged to indorse.

A week passed, and Mr. Wiggett still graced with his presence the bar of the Ship. The landlord lost flesh, and began seriously to consider the advisability of making a clean breast of the whole affair. Mr. Wiggett watched him anxiously, and with a skill born of a life-long study of humanity, realised that his visit was drawing to an end. At last, one day, Mr. Ketchmaid put the matter bluntly.

I shall tell the chaps to-night that it was a little joke on my part, he announced, with grim decision; then I shall take you by the collar and kick you into the road.

Mr. Wiggett sighed and shook his head.

Itll be a terrible show-up for you, he said, softly. Youd better make it worth my while, and Ill tell em this evening that Im going to New Zealand to live with a niece of mine there, and that youve paid my passage for me. I dont like telling any more lies, but, seeing its for you, Ill do it for a couple of pounds.

Five shillings, snarled Mr. Ketchmaid.

Mr. Wiggett smiled comfortably and shook his head. Mr. Ketchmaid raised his offer to ten shillings, to a pound, and finally, after a few remarks which prompted Mr. Wiggett to state that hard words broke no bones, flung into the bar and fetched the money.

The news of Mr. Wiggetts departure went round the village at once, the landlord himself breaking the news to the next customer, and an overflow meeting assembled that evening to bid the emigrant farewell.

The landlord noted with pleasure that business was brisk. Several gentlemen stood drink to Mr. Wiggett, and in return he put his hand in his own pocket and ordered glasses round. Mr. Ketchmaid, in a state of some uneasiness, took the order, and then Mr. Wiggett, with the air of one conferring inestimable benefits, produced a lucky halfpenny, which had once belonged to Sam Jones, and insisted upon his keeping it.

This is my last night, mates, he said, mournfully, as he acknowledged the drinking of his health. In many ports Ive been, and many snug pubs I ave visited, but I never in all my days come across a nicer, kinder-earted lot o men than wot you are.

Hear, hear, said Mr. Clark.

Mr. Wiggett paused, and, taking a sip from his glass to hide his emotion, resumed.

In my lonely pilgrimage through life, crippled and aving to beg my bread, he said, tearfully, I shall think o this appy bar and these friendly faces. When I am wrestlin with the pangs of unger and being moved on by the eartless police, I shall think of you as I last saw you.

But, said Mr. Smith, voicing the general consternation, youre going to your niece in New Zealand?

Mr. Wiggett shook his head and smiled a sad, sweet smile.

I ave no niece, he said, simply; Im alone in the world.

At these touching words his audience put their glasses down and stared in amaze at Mr. Ketchmaid, while that gentleman in his turn gazed at Mr. Wiggett as though he had suddenly developed horns and a tail.

Ketchmaid told me hisself as hed paid your passage to New Zealand, said the shoemaker; he said as ed pressed you to stay, but that you said as blood was thicker even than friendship.

All lies, said Mr. Wiggett, sadly. Ill stay with pleasure if hell give the word. Ill stay even now if e wishes it.

He paused a moment as though to give his bewildered victim time to accept this offer, and then addressed the scandalised Mr. Clark again.

He dont like my being ere, he said, in a low voice. He grudges the little bit I eat, I spose. He told me Id got to go, and that for the look o things e was going to pretend I was going to New Zealand. I was too broke-earted at the time to care wot he said  I ave no wish to sponge on no man  but, seeing your onest faces round me, I couldnt go with a lie on my lips  Sol Ketch-maid, old shipmate  good-bye.

He turned to the speechless landlord, made as though to shake hands with him, thought better of it, and then, with a wave of his hand full of chastened dignity, withdrew. His stump rang with pathetic insistence upon the brick-paved passage, paused at the door, and then, tapping on the hard road, died slowly away in the distance. Inside the Ship the shoemaker gave an ominous order for lemonade.


A MARKED MAN

Tattooing is a gift, said the night-watchman, firmly. It as to be a gift, as you can well see. A man as to know wot e is going to tattoo an ow to do it; theres no rubbing out or altering. Its a gift, an it cant be learnt. I knew a man once as used to tattoo a cabin-boy all over every vygc trying to learn. E was a slow, painstaking sort o man, and the langwidge those boys used to use while e was at work would ardly be believed, but e ad to give up trying arter about fifteen years and take to crochet-work instead.

Some men wont be tattooed at all, being proud o their skins or sich-like, and for a good many years Ginger Dick, a man Ive spoke to you of before, was one o that sort. Like many red-aired men e ad a very white skin, which e was very proud of, but at last, owing to a unfortnit idea o making is fortin, e let hisself be done.

It come about in this way: Him and old Sam Small and Peter Russet ad been paid off from their ship and was aving a very appy, pleasant time ashore. They was careful men in a way, and they ad taken a room down East India Road way, and paid up the rent for a month. It came cheaper than a lodging-ouse, besides being a bit more private and respectable, a thing old Sam was always very pertickler about.

They ad been ashore about three weeks when one day old Sam and Peter went off alone becos Ginger said e wasnt going with em. He said a lot more things, too; ow e was going to see wot it felt like to be in bed without aving a fat old man groaning is eart out and another one knocking on the mantelpiece all night with twopence and wanting to know why he wasnt being served.

Ginger Dick fell into a quiet sleep arter theyd gone; then e woke up and ad a sip from the water-jug  hed a had more, only somebody ad dropped the soap in it  and then dozed off agin. It was late in the afternoon when e woke, and then e see Sam and Peter Russet standing by the side o the bed looking at im.

Whereve you been? ses Ginger, stretching hisself and yawning.

Bisness, ses Sam, sitting down an looking very important. While youve been laying on your back all day me an Peter Russet as been doing a little ead-work.

Oh! ses Ginger. Wot with?

Sam coughed and Peter began to whistle, an Ginger he laid still and smiled up at the ceiling, and began to feel good-tempered agin.

Well, wots the business? he ses, at last.

Sam looked at Peter, but Peter shook is ead at him.

Its just a little bit o bisness we appened to drop on, ses Sam, at last, me an Peter, and I think that, with luck and management, were in a fair way to make our fortunes. Peter, ere, aint given to looking on the cheerful side o things, but e thinks so, too.

I do, ses Peter, but it wont be managed right if you go blabbing it to everybody.

We must ave another man in it, Peter, ses Sam; and, wots more, e must ave ginger-coloured air. That being so, its only right and proper that our dear old pal Ginger should ave the fust offer.

It wasnt often that Sam was so affeckshunate, and Ginger couldnt make it out at all. Ever since ed known im the old man ad been full o plans o making money without earning it. Stupid plans they was, too, but the stupider they was the more old Sam liked em.

Well, wot is it? asks Ginger, agin.

Old Sam walked over to the door and shut it; then e sat down on the bed and spoke low so that Ginger could hardly ear im.

A little public-ouse, he ses, to say nothing of ouse properly, and a red-aired old landlady wots a widder. As nice a old lady as any one could wish for, for a mother.

For a mother! ses Ginger, staring:

And a lovely barmaid with blue eyes and yellow air, wot ud be the red-edded mans cousin, ses Peter Russet.

Look ere, ses Ginger, are you going to tell me in plain English wot its all about, or are you not?

Weve been in a little pub down Bow way, me an Peter, ses Sam, and well tell you more about it if you promise to join us an go shares. Its kep by a widder woman whose ony son  red-aired son  went to sea twenty-three years ago, at the age o fourteen, an was never eard of arterwards. Seeing we was sailor-men, she told us all about it, an ow she still opes for him to walk into er arms afore she dies.

She dreamt a fortnit ago that e turned up safe and sound, with red whiskers, ses Peter.

Ginger Dick sat up and looked at em without a word; then e got up out o bed, an pushing old Sam out of the way began to dress, and at last e turned round and asked Sam whether he was drunk or only mad.

All right, ses Sam; if you wont take it on well find somebody as will, thats all; theres no call to get huffy about it. You aint the ony red-edded man in the world.

Ginger didnt answer im; he went on dressing, but every now and then ed look at Sam and give a little larf wot made Sams blood boil.

Youve got nothin to larf at, Ginger, he ses, at last; the landladys boy ud be about the same age as wot you are now; e ad a scar over the left eyebrow same as wot youve got, though I dont suppose he got it by fighting a chap three times is size. E ad bright blue eyes, a small, well-shaped nose, and a nice mouth.

Same as you, Ginger, ses Peter, looking out of the winder.

Ginger coughed and looked thoughtful.

It sounds all right, mates, e ses at last, but I dont see ow were to go to work. I dont want to get locked up for deceiving.

You cant get locked up, ses Sam; if you let er discover you and claim you, ow can you get locked up for it? We shall go in an see her agin, and larn all there is to larn, especially about the tattoo marks, and then

Tattoo marks! ses Ginger.

Thats the strong pint, ses Sam. Er boy ad a sailor dancing a ornpipe on is left wrist, an a couple o dolphins on his right. On is chest e ad a full-rigged ship, and on is back between is shoulder-blades was the letters of is name  C.R.S.: Charles Robert Smith.

Well, you silly old fool, ses Ginger, starting up in a temper, that spiles it all. I aint got a mark on me.

Old Sam smiles at im and pats him on the shoulder. Thats where you show your want of intelleck, Ginger, he ses, kindly. Why dont you think afore you speak? Wots easier than to ave em put on?

Wot? screams Ginger. Tattoo me! Spile my skin with a lot o beastly blue marks! Not me, not if I know it. Id like to see anybody try it, thats all.
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He was that mad e wouldnt listen to reason, and, as old Sam said, e couldnt have made more fuss if theyd offered to skin im alive, an Peter Russet tried to prove that a mans skin was made to be tattooed on, or else there wouldnt be tat-tooers; same as a man ad been given two legs so as e could wear trousers. But reason was chucked away on Ginger, an e wouldnt listen to em.

They started on im agin next day, but all Sam and Peter could say didnt move im, although Sam spoke so feeling about the joy of a pore wid-der woman getting er son back agin arter all these years that e nearly cried.

They went down agin to the pub that evening, and Ginger, who said e was curious to see, wanted to go too. Sam, who still ad opes of im, wouldnt ear of it, but at last it was arranged that e wasnt to go inside, but should take a peep through the door. They got on a tram at Ald-gate, and Ginger didnt like it becos Sam and Peter talked it over between theirselves in whispers and pointed out likely red-aired men in the road.

And e didnt like it when they got to the Blue Lion, and Sam and Peter went in and left im outside, peeping through the door. The landlady shook ands with them quite friendly, and the barmaid, a fine-looking girl, seemed to take a lot o notice of Peter. Ginger waited about outside for nearly a couple of hours, and at last they came out, talking and larfing, with Peter wearing a white rose wot the barmaid ad given im.

Ginger Dick ad a good bit to say about keeping im waiting all that time, but Sam said that theyd been getting valuable information, an the more e could see of it the easier the job appeared to be, an then him an Peter wished for to bid Ginger good-bye, while they went and unted up a red-aired friend o Peters named Charlie Bates.

They all went in somewhere and ad a few drinks first, though, and arter a time Ginger began to see things in a different light to wot e ad before, an to be arf ashamed of is selfishness, and e called Sams pot a loving-cup, an kep on drinking out of it to show there was no ill-feeling, although Sam kep telling him there wasnt. Then Sam spoke up about tattooing agin, and Ginger said that every man in the country ought to be tattooed to prevent the smallpox. He got so excited about it that old Sam ad to promise im that he should be tattooed that very night, before he could pacify im.

They all went off ome with their arms round each others necks, but arter a time Ginger found that Sams neck wasnt there, an e stopped and spoke serious to Peter about it. Peter said e couldnt account for it, an e had such a job to get Ginger ome that e thought they would never ha got there. He got im to bed at last an then e sat down and fell asleep waiting for Sam.

Ginger was the last one to wake up in the morning, an before e woke he kept making a moaning noise. His ead felt as though it was going to bust, is tongue felt like a brick, and is chest was so sore e could ardly breathe. Then at last e opened is eyes and looked up and saw Sam an Peter and a little man with a black moustache.

Cheer up, Ginger, ses Sam, in a kind voice, its going on beautiful.

My eads splittin, ses Ginger, with a groan, an Ive got pins an needles all over my chest.

Needles, ses the man with the black moustache. I never use pins; theyd pison the flesh.

Ginger sat up in bed and stared at im; then e bent is ead down and squinted at is chest, and next moment e was out of bed and all three of em was holding im down on the floor to prevent im breaking the tattooers neck which ed set is eart upon doing, and explaining to im that the tattooer was at the top of is profession, and that it was only by a stroke of luck e had got im. And Sam reminded im of wot e ad said the night before, and said hed live to thank im for it.

Ow much is there done? ses Ginger, at last, in a desprit voice.

Sam told im, and Ginger lay still and called the tattooer all the names he could think of; which took im some time.

Its no good going on like that, Ginger, ses Sam. Your chest is quite spiled at present, but if you ony let im finish itll be a perfeck picter.

I take pride in it, ses the tattooer; working on your skin, mate, is like painting on a bit o silk.

Ginger gave in at last, and told the man to go on with the job and finish it, and e even went so far as to do a little bit o tattooing imself on Sam when he wasnt looking. E only made one mark, becos the needle broke off, and Sam made such a fuss that Ginger said any one would ha thought ed hurt im.

It took three days to do Ginger altogether, and he was that sore e could ardly move or breathe and all the time e was laying on is bed of pain Sam and Peter Russet was round at the Blue Lion enjoying theirselves and picking up information. The second day was the worst, owing to the tattooer being the worse for licker. Drink affects different people in different ways, and Ginger said the way it affected that chap was to make im think e was sewing buttons on instead o tattooing.

Owever e was done at last; his chest and is arms and is shoulders, and he nearly broke down when Sam borrowed a bit o looking-glass and let im see hisself. Then the tattooer rubbed in some stuff to make is skin soft agin, and some more stuff to make the marks look a bit old.

Sam wanted to draw up an agreement, but Ginger Dick and Peter Russet wouldnt ear of it. They both said that that sort o thing wouldnt look well in writing, not if anybody else happened to see it, that is; besides which Ginger said it was impossible for im to say ow much money he would ave the handling of. Once the tattooing was done e began to take amost kindly to the plan, an being an orfin, so far as e knew, he almost began to persuade hisself that the red-aired landlady was is mother.

They ad a little call over in their room to see ow Ginger was to do it, and to discover the weak pints. Sam worked up a squeaky voice, and pretended to be the landlady, and Peter pretended to be the good-looking barmaid.

They went all through it over and over agin, the only unpleasantness being caused by Peter Russet letting off a screech every time Ginger alluded to is chest wot set is teeth on edge, and old Sam as the landlady offering Ginger pots o beer which made is mouth water.

We shall go round to-morrow for the last time, ses Sam, as we told er were sailing the day arter. Of course me an Peter, aving made your fortin, drop out altogether, but I dessay we shall look in agin in about six months time, and then perhaps the landlady will interduce us to you.

Meantime, ses Peter Russet, you mustnt forget that youve got to send us Post Office money-orders every week.

Ginger said e wouldnt forget, and they shook ands all round and ad a drink together, and the next arternoon Sam and Peter went to the Blue Lion for a last visit.

It was quite early when they came back. Ginger was surprised to see em, and he said so, but e was more surprised when e heard their reasons.

It come over us all at once as wed bin doing wrong, Sam ses, setting down with a sigh.

Come over us like a chill, it did, ses Peter.

Doing wrong? ses Ginger Dick, staring. Wot are you talking about?

Something the landlady said showed us as we was doin wrong, ses old Sam, very solemn; it come over us in a flash.

Like lightning, ses Peter.

All of a sudden we see wot a cruel, ard thing it was to go and try and deceive a poor widder woman, ses Sam, in a usky voice; we both see it at once.

Ginger Dick looks at em ard, e did, and then, e ses, jeering like:

I spose you dont want any Post Office money-orders sent you, then? he ses.

No, says Sam and Peter, both together.

You may have em all, ses Sam; but if youll be ruled by us, Ginger, youll give it up, same as wot we ave  youll sleep the sweeter for it.

Give it up! shouts Ginger, dancing up an down the room, arter being tattooed all over? Why, you must be crazy, Sam  wots the matter with you?

It aint fair play agin a woman, says old Sam, three strong men agin one poor old woman; thats wot we feel, Ginger.

Well, I dont feel like it, ses Ginger; you please yourself, and Ill please myself.

E went off in a huff, an next morning e was so disagreeable that Sam an Peter went and signed on board a steamer called the Penguin, which was to sail the day arter. They parted bad friends all round, and Ginger Dick gave Peter a nasty black eye, and Sam said that when Ginger came to see things in a proper way agin hed be sorry for wot ed said. And e said that im and Peter never wanted to look on is face agin.

Ginger Dick was a bit lonesome arter theyd gone, but e thought it better to let a few days go by afore e went and adopted the red-aired landlady. He waited a week, and at last, unable to wait any longer, e went out and ad a shave and smartened hisself up, and went off to the Blue Lion.

It was about three oclock when e got there, and the little public-ouse was empty except for two old men in the jug-and-bottle entrance. Ginger stopped outside a minute or two to try and stop is trembling, and then e walks into the private bar and raps on the counter.

Glass o bitter, maam, please, he ses to the old lady as she came out o the little parlour at the back o the bar.

The old lady drew the beer, and then stood with one and holding the beer-pull and the other on the counter, looking at Ginger Dick in is new blue jersey and cloth cap.

Lovely weather, maam, ses Ginger, putting his left arm on the counter and showing the sailor-boy dancing the hornpipe.

Very nice, ses the landlady, catching sight of is wrist an staring at it. I suppose you sailors like fine weather?

Yes, maam, ses Ginger, putting his elbows on the counter so that the tattoo marks on both wrists was showing. Fine weather an a fair wind suits us.

Its a ard life, the sea, ses the old lady.

She kept wiping down the counter in front of im over an over agin, an e could see er staring at is wrists as though she could ardly believe her eyes. Then she went back into the parlour, and Ginger eard her whispering, and by and by she came out agin with the blue-eyed barmaid.

Have you been at sea long? ses the old lady.

Over twenty-three years, maam, ses Ginger, avoiding the barmaids eye wot was fixed on is wrists, and Ive been shipwrecked four times; the fust time when I was a little nipper o fourteen.

Pore thing, ses the landlady, shaking er ead. I can feel for you; my boy went to sea at that age, and Ive never seen im since.

Im sorry to ear it, maam, ses Ginger, very respectful-like. I suppose Ive lost my mother, so I can feel for you.

Suppose youve lost your mother! ses the barmaid; dont you know whether you have?

No, ses Ginger Dick, very sad. When I was wrecked the fust time I was in a open boat for three weeks, and, wot with the exposure and ardly any food, I got brain-fever and lost my memory.

Pore thing, ses the landlady agin.

I might as well be a orfin, ses Ginger, looking down; sometimes I seem to see a kind, and-some face bending over me, and fancy its my mothers, but I cant remember er name, or my name, or anythink about er.

You remind me o my boy very much, ses the landlady, shaking er ead; youve got the same coloured air, and, wots extraordinary, youve got the same tattoo marks on your wrists. Sailor-boy dancing on one and a couple of dolphins on the other. And e ad a little scar on is eyebrow, much the same as yours.

Good evins, ses Ginger Dick, starting back and looking as though e was trying to remember something.

I spose theyre common among seafaring men? ses the landlady, going off to attend to a customer.

Ginger Dick would ha liked to haseener abit more excited, but e ordered another glass o bitter from the barmaid, and tried to think ow he was to bring out about the ship on his chest and the letters on is back. The landlady served a couple o men, and by and by she came back and began talking agin.

I like sailors, she ses; one thing is, my boy was a sailor; and another thing is, theyve got such feelin earts. There was two of em in ere the other day, whod been in ere once or twice, and one of em was that kind earted I thought he would ha ad a fit at something I told him.

Ho, ses Ginger, pricking up his ears, wot for?

I was just talking to im about my boy, same as I might be to you, ses the old lady, and I was just telling im about the poor child losing is finger  

Losing is wot? ses Ginger, turning pale and staggering back.

Finger, ses the landlady. E was only ten years old at the time, and Id sent im out to  Wots the matter? Aint you well?

Ginger didnt answer er a word, he couldnt. E went on going backwards until e got to the door, and then e suddenly fell through it into the street, and tried to think.

Then e remembered Sam and Peter, and when e thought of them safe and sound aboard the Penguin he nearly broke down altogether, as e thought how lonesome he was.

All e wanted was is arms round both their necks same as they was the night afore they ad im tattooed.


TO HAVE AND TO HOLD

The old man sat outside the Cauliflower Inn, looking crossly up the road. He was fond of conversation, but the pedestrian who had stopped to drink a mug of ale beneath the shade of the doors was not happy in his choice of subjects. He would only talk of the pernicious effects of beer on the constitutions of the aged, and he listened with ill-concealed impatience to various points which the baffled ancient opposite urged in its favour.

Conversation languished; the traveller rapped on the table and had his mug refilled. He nodded courteously to his companion and drank.

Seems to me, said the latter, sharply, you like it for all your talk.

The other shook his head gently, and, leaning back, bestowed a covert wink upon the signboard. He then explained that it was the dream of his life to give up beer.

Youre another Job Brown, said the old man, irritably, thats wot you are; another Job Brown. Ive seen your kind afore.

He shifted farther along the seat, and, taking up his long clay pipe from the table, struck a match and smoked the few whiffs which remained. Then he heard the traveller order a pint of ale with gin in it and a paper of tobacco. His dull eyes glistened, but he made a feeble attempt to express surprise when these luxuries were placed before him.

Wot I said just now about you being like Job Brown was only in joke like, he said, anxiously, as he tasted the brew. If Job ad been like you hed ha been a better man.

The philanthropist bowed. He also manifested a little curiosity concerning one to whom he had, for however short a time, suggested a resemblance.

He was one o the ardest drinkers in these parts, began the old man, slowly, filling his pipe.

The traveller thanked him.

Wot I meant was  said the old man, hastily that all the time e was drinking e was talking agin beer same as you was just now, and he used to try all sorts o ways and plans of becoming a teetotaler. He used to sit up ere of a night drinking is ardest and talking all the time of ways and means by which e could give it up. He used to talk about hisself as if e was somebody else e was trying to do good to.

The chaps about ere got sick of is talk. They was poor men mostly, same as they are now, and they could only drink a little ale now and then; an while they was doing of it they ad to sit and listen to Job Brown, who made lots o money dealing, drinking pint arter pint o gin and beer and calling it pison, an saying they was killing theirselves.

Sometimes e used to get pitiful over it, and sit shaking is ead at em for drowning theirselves in beer, as he called it, when they ought to be giving the money to their wives and families. He sat down and cried one night over Bill Chamberss wifes toes being out of er boots. Bill sat struck all of a eap, and it might ave passed off, only Henery White spoke up for im, and said that he scarcely ever ad a pint but wot somebody else paid for it. There was unpleasantness all round then, and in the row somebody knocked one o Henerys teeth out.
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And that wasnt the only unpleasantness, and at last some of the chaps put their eads together and agreed among theirselves to try and help Job Brown to give up the drink. They kep it secret from Job, but the next time e came in and ordered a pint Joe Gubbins aving won the toss  drank it by mistake, and went straight off ome as ard as e could, smacking is lips.

He ad the best of it, the other chaps aving to old Job down in is chair, and trying their ardest to explain that Joe Gubbins was only doing him a kindness. He seemed to understand at last, and arter a long time e said as e could see Joe meant to do im a kindness, but ed better not do any more.

He kept a very tight old o the next pint, and as e set down at the table he looked round nasty like and asked em whether there was any more as would like to do im a kindness, and Henery White said there was, and he went straight off ome arter fust dropping a handful o sawdust into Jobs mug.

Im an old man, an Ive seen a good many rows in my time, but Ive never seen anything like the one that appened then. It was no good talking to Job, not a bit, he being that unreasonable that even when is own words was repeated to im he wouldnt listen. He behaved like a madman, an the langwidge e used was that fearful and that wicked that Smith the landlord said e wouldnt ave it in is house.

Arter that youd ha thought that Job Brown would ave left off is talk about being teetotaler, but he didnt. He said they was quite right in trying to do im a kindness, but he didnt like the way they did it. He said there was a right way and a wrong way of doing everything, and theyd chose the wrong.

It was all very well for im to talk, but the chaps said e might drink hisself to death for all they cared. And instead of seeing im safe ome as they used to when e was worse than usual he ad to look arter hisself and get ome as best he could.

It was through that at last e came to offer five pounds reward to anybody as could elp im to become a teetotaler. He went off ome one night as usual, and arter stopping a few seconds in the parlour to pull hisself together, crept quietly upstairs for fear of waking is wife. He saw by the crack under the door that shed left a candle burning, so he pulled hisself together agin and then turned the andle and went in and began to try an take off is coat.

He appened to give a alf-look towards the bed as e did so, and then e started back and rubbed is eyes and told imself hed be better in a minute. Then e looked agin, for is wife was nowhere to be seen, and in the bed all fast and sound asleep and snoring their ardest was little Dick Weed the tailor and Mrs. Weed and the baby.

Job Brown rubbed is eyes again, and then e drew hisself up to is full height, and putting one and on the chest o drawers to steady hisself stood there staring at em and getting madder and madder every second. Then e gave a nasty cough, and Dick and Mrs. Weed an the baby all woke up and stared at im as though they could ardly believe their eyesight.

Wot do you want? ses Dick Weed, starting up.

Get up, ses Job, ardly able to speak. Im surprised at you. Get up out o my bed direckly.

Your bed? screams little Dick; youre the worse for licker, Job Brown. Cant you see youve come into the wrong house?

Eh? ses Job, staring. Wrong ouse? Well, wheres mine, then?

Next door but one, same as it always was, ses Dick. Will you go?

A right, ses Job, staring. Well, goo-night, Dick. Goo-night, Mrs. Weed. Goo-night, baby.

Good-night, ses Mrs. Weed from under the bedclothes.

Goo-night, baby, ses Job, again.

It cant talk yet, ses Dick. Will you go?

Cant talk  why not? ses Job.

Dick didnt answer im.

Well, goo-night, Dick, he ses agin.

Good-night, ses Dick from between is teeth.

Goo-night, Mrs. Weed, ses Job.

Mrs. Weed forced herself to say good-night agin.

Goo-night, baby, ses Job.

Look ere, ses Dick, raving, are you goin to stay ere all night, Job Brown?

Job didnt answer im, but began to go downstairs, saying goo-night as e went, and hed got pretty near to the bottom when he suddenly wondered wot e was going downstairs for instead of up, and lading gently at is foolishness for making sich a mistake e went upstairs agin. His surprise when e see Dick Weed and Mrs. Weed and the baby all in is bed pretty near took is breath away.

Wot are you doing in my bed? he ses.

Its our bed, ses Dick, trembling all over with rage. Ive told you afore youve come into the wrong ouse.

Wrong ouse, ses Job, staring round the room. I bleeve youre right. Goo-night, Dick; goo-night, Mrs. Weed; goo-night, baby.

Dick jumped out of bed then and tried to push im out of the room, but e was a very small man, and Job just stood there and wondered wot he was doing. Mrs. Weed and the baby both started screaming one against the other, and at last Dick pushed the window open and called out for help.

They ad the neighbours in then, and the trouble they ad to get Job downstairs wouldnt be believed. Mrs. Pottle went for is wife at last, and then Job went ome with er like a lamb, asking er where shed been all the evening, and saying ed been looking for er everywhere.

There was such a to-do about it in the village next morning that Job Brown was fairly scared. All the wimmen was out at their doors talking about it, and saying wot a shame it was and ow silly Mrs. Weed was to put up with it. Then old Mrs. Gumm, er grandmother, who was eighty-eight years old, stood outside Jobs ouse nearly all day, shaking er stick at im and daring of im to come out. Wot with Mrs. Gumm and the little crowd watching er all day and giving er good advice, which she wouldnt take, Job was afraid to show is nose outside the door.

He wasnt like hisself that night up at the Cauliflower. E sat up in the corner and wouldnt take any notice of anybody, and it was easy to see as he was thoroughly ashamed of hisself.

Cheer up, Job, says Bill Chambers, at last; you aint the fust man as has made a fool of hisself.

Mind your own business, ses Job Brown, and Ill mind mine.

Why dont you leave im alone, Bill? ses Henery White; you can see the man is worried because the baby cant talk.

Oh, ses Bill, I thought e was worried because is wife could.

All the chaps, except Job, that is, laughed at that; but Job e got up and punched the table, and asked whether there was anybody as would like to go outside with him for five minutes. Then e sat down agin, and said ard things agin the drink, which ad made im the larfing-stock of all the fools in Claybury.

Im going to give it up, Smith, he ses.

Yes, I know you are, ses Smith.

If I could ony lose the taste of it for a time I could give it up, ses Job, wiping is mouth, and to prove Im in earnest Ill give five pounds to anybody asll prevent me tasting intoxicating licker for a month.

You may as well save your breath to bid people good-night with, Job, ses Bill Chambers; you wouldnt pay up if anybody did keep you off it.

Job swore honour bright he would, but nobody believed im, and at last he called for pen and ink and wrote it all down on a sheet o paper and signed it, and then he got two other chaps to sign it as witnesses.

Bill Chambers wasnt satisfied then. He pointed out that earning the five pounds, and then getting it out o Job Brown arterwards, was two such entirely different things that there was no likeness between em at all. Then Job Brown got so mad e didnt know wot e was doing, and e anded over five pounds to Smith the landlord and wrote on the paper that he was to give it to anybody who should earn it, without consulting im at all. Even Bill couldnt think of anything to say agin that, but he made a point of biting all the sovereigns.

There was quite a excitement for a few days. Henery White e got a eadache with thinking, and Joe Gubbins, e got a eadache for drinking Job Browns beer agin. There was all sorts o wild ways mentioned to earn that five pounds, but they didnt come to anything.

Arter a week had gone by Job Brown began to get restless like, and once or twice e said in Smiths hearing ow useful five pounds would be. Smith didnt take any notice, and at last Job told im there didnt seem any likelihood of the five pounds being earned, and he wanted it to buy pigs with. The way e went on when Smith said e adnt got the power to give it back, and ed got to keep it in trust for anybody as might earn it, was disgraceful.

He used to ask Smith for it every night, and Smith used to give im the same answer, until at last Job Brown said hed go an see a lawyer about it. That frightened Smith a bit, and I blieve hed ha anded it over, but two days arterwards Job was going upstairs so careful that he fell down to the bottom and broke is leg.

It was broken in two places, and the doctor said it would be a long job, owing to is drinking habits, and e gave Mrs. Brown strict orders that Job wasnt to ave a drop of anything, even if e asked for it.

There was a lot o talk about it up at the Cauliflower ere, and Henery White, arter a bad eadache, thought of a plan by which e and Bill Chambers could ave that five pounds atween em. The idea was that Bill Chambers was to go with Henery to see Job, and take im a bottle of beer, and jist as Job was going to drink it Henery should knock it out of is ands, at the same time telling Bill Chambers e ought to be ashamed o hisself.

It was a good idea, and, as Henery White said, if Mrs. Brown was in the room so much the better, as shed be a witness. He made Bill swear to keep it secret for fear of other chaps doing it arterwards, and then they bought a bottle o beer and set off up the road to Jobs. The annoying part of it was, arter all their trouble and Henery Whites eadache, Mrs. Brown wouldnt let em in. They begged and prayed of er to let em go up and just ave a peep at im, but she wouldnt She said shed go upstairs and peep for em, and she came down agin and said that e was a little bit flushed, but sleeping like a lamb.

They went round the corner and drank the ale up, and Bill Chambers said it was a good job. Henery thought e was clever, because nobody else did. As for is eadaches, he put em down to over-eating.

Several other chaps called to see Job, but none of them was allowed to go up, and for seven weeks that unfortunate man never touched a drop of anything. The doctor tried to persuade im now that e ad got the start to keep it, and e likewise pointed out that as e had been without liquor for over a month, he could go and get that five pounds back out o Smith.

Job promised that e would give it up; but the fust day e felt able to crawl on is crutches he made up is mind to go up to the Cauliflower and see whether gin and beer tasted as good as it used to. The only thing was is wife might stop im.

Youre done up with nursing me, old gal, he ses to is wife.

I am a bit tired, ses she.

I could see it by your eyes, ses Job. What you want is a change, Polly. Why not go and see your sister at Wickham?

I dont like leaving you alone, ses Mrs. Brown, else Id like to go. I want to do a little shopping.

You go, my dear, ses Job. I shall be quite appy sitting at the gate in the sun with a glass o milk an a pipe.

He persuaded er at last, and, in a fit o generosity, gave er three shillings to go shopping with, and as soon as she was out o sight he went off with a crutch and a stick, smiling all over is face. He met Dick Weed in the road and they shook ands quite friendly, and Job asked im to ave a drink. Then Henery White and some more chaps came along, and by the time they got to the Cauliflower they was as merry a party as youd wish to see.

Every man ad a pint o beer, which Job paid for, not forgetting Smith isself, and Job closed is eyes with pleasure as e took his. Then they began to talk about is accident, and Job showed em is leg and described wot it felt like to be a teetotaler for seven weeks.

And Ill trouble you for that five pounds, Smith, e ses, smiling. Ive been without anything stronger than milk for seven weeks. I never thought when I wrote that paper I was going to earn my own money.

None of us did, Job, ses Smith. Dye think that legll be all right agin? As good as the other, I mean?

Doctor ses so, ses Job.

Its wonderful wot they can do nowadays, ses Smith, shaking is ead.

Strordinary, ses Job; wheres that five pounds, Smith?

You dont want to put any sudden weight or anything like that on it for a time, Job, ses Smith; dont get struggling or fighting, whatever you do, Job.

Taint so likely, ses Job; dye think Im a fool? Wheres that five pounds, Smith?

Ah, yes, ses Smith, looking as though ed just remembered something. I wanted to tell you about that, to see if Ive done right. Im glad youve come in.

Eh? ses Job Brown, staring at im.

Has your wife gone shopping to-day? ses Smith, looking at im very solemn.

Job Brown put is mug down on the table and turned as pale as ashes. Then e got up and limped over to the bar.

Wot dyer mean he ses, choking.

She said she thought o doing so, ses Smith, wiping a glass; she came in yesterday and asked for that five pounds shed won. The doctor came in with er and said shed kept you from licker for seven weeks, let alone a month; so, according to the paper, I ad to give it to er. I ope I done right, Job?

Job didnt answer im a word, good or bad. He just turned is back on him, and, picking up is crutch and is stick, hobbled off ome. Henery White tried to make im stop and ave another pint, but he wouldnt. He said he didnt want is wife to find im out when she returned.


BREVET RANK

The crew of the Elisabeth Hopkins sat on deck in the gloaming, gazing idly at the dusky shapes of the barges as they dropped silently down on the tide, or violently discussing the identity of various steamers as they came swiftly past Even with these amusements the time hung heavily, and they thought longingly of certain cosy bars by the riverside to which they were wont to betake themselves in their spare time.

To-night, in deference to the wishes of the skipper, wishes which approximated closely to those of Royalty in their effects, they remained on board. A new acquaintance of his, a brother captain, who dabbled in mesmerism, was coming to give them a taste of his quality, and the skipper, sitting on the side of the schooner in the faint light which streamed from the galley, was condescendingly explaining to them the marvels of hypnotism.

I never eard the likes of it, said one, with a deep breath, as the skipper concluded a marvellous example.

Theres a lot you aint eard of, Bill, said another, whose temper was suffering from lack of beer. But ave you seen all this, sir?

Everything, said the skipper, impressively. He wanted to mesmerise me, an I said, All right, I ses, do it an welcome  if you can, but I expect my heads a bit too strong for you.

And it was, sir, Ill bet, said the man who had been so candid with Bill.

He tried everything, said the skipper, then he give it up; but hes coming aboard to-night, so any of you that likes can come down the cabin and be mesmerised free.

Why cant he do it on deck? said the mate, rising from the hatches and stretching his gigantic form.

Cos he must have artificial light, George, said the skipper. He lets me a little bit into the secret, you know, an he told me he likes to have the men a bit dazed-like first.

Voices sounded from the wharf, and the night-watchman appeared piloting Captain Zingall to the schooner. The crew noticed that he came aboard quite like any other man, descending the ladder with even more care than usual. He was a small man, of much dignity, with light grey eyes which had been so strained by the exercise of his favourite hobby that they appeared to be starting from his head. He chatted agreeably about freights for some time, and then, at his brother skippers urgent entreaty, consented to go below and give them a taste of his awful powers.

At first he was not very successful. The men stared at the discs he put into their hands until their eyes ached, but for some time without effect. Bill was the first to yield, and to the astonishment of his friends passed into a soft magnetic slumber, from which he emerged to perform the usual idiotic tricks peculiar to mesmerised subjects.

Its wonderful what power you ave over em, said Captain Bradd, respectfully.

Captain Zingall smiled affably. At the present moment, he said, that man is my unthinkin slave, an whatever I wish him to do he does. Would any of you like him to do anything?

Well, sir, said one of the men, e owes me arf a crown, an I think it would be a ighly interestin experiment if you could get im to pay me. If anything ud make me believe in mesmerism, that would.

An he owes me eighteenpence, sir, said another seaman, eagerly.

One at a time, said the first speaker, sharply.

An es owed me five shillins since I dont know when, said the cook, with dishonest truthfulness.

Captain Zingall turned to his subject. You owe that man half a crown, he said, pointing, that one eighteenpence, and that one five shillings. Pay them.

In the most matter-of-fact way in the world Bill groped in his pockets, and, producing some greasy coins, payed the sums mentioned, to the intense delight of everybody.

Well, Im blest, said the mate, staring. I thought mesmerism was all rubbish. Now bring him to again.

But dont tell im wot es been doin, said the cook.

Zingall with a few passes brought his subject round, and with a subdued air he took his place with the others.

Whatd it feel like, Bill? asked Joe. Can you remember what you did?

Bill shook his head.

Dont try to, said the cook, feelingly.

I should like to put you under the influence, said Zingall, eyeing the mate.

You couldnt, said that gentleman, promptly.

Let me try, said Zingall, persuasively.

Do, said the skipper, to oblige me, George.

Well, I dont mind much, said the mate, hesitating; but no making me give those chaps money, you know.

No, no, said Zingall.

Wot does e mean? Give the chaps money? said Bill, turning with a startled air to the cook.

I dunno, said the cook airily. Just watch im, Bill, he added, anxiously.

But Bill had something better to do, and feeling in his pockets hurriedly strove to balance his cash account. It was impossible to do anything else while he was doing it, and the situation became so strained and his language so weird that the skipper was compelled in the interest of law and morality to order him from the cabin.

Look at me, said Zingall to the mate after quiet had been restored.

The mate complied, and everybody gazed spellbound at the tussle for supremacy between brute force and occult science. Slowly, very slowly, science triumphed, being interrupted several times by the blood-curdling threats of Bill, as they floated down the companion-way. Then the mate suddenly lurched forward, and would have fallen but that strong hands caught him and restored him to his seat.

Im going to show you something now, if I can, said Zingall, wiping his brow; but I dont know how itll come off, because Im only a beginner at this sort of thing, and Ive never tried this before. If you dont mind, capn, Im going to tell him he is Capn Bradd, and that you are the mate.

Go ahead, said the delighted Bradd.

Captain Zingall went ahead full speed. With a few rapid passes he roused the mate from his torpor and fixed him with his glittering eye.

You are Capn Bradd, master o this ship, he said slowly.

Ay, ay, said the mate, earnestly.

And thats your mate, George, said Zingall, pointing to the deeply interested Bradd.

Ay, ay, said the mate again, with a sigh.

Take command, then, said Zingall, leaving him with a satisfied air and seating himself on the locker.

The mate sat up and looked about him with an air of quiet authority.

George, he said, turning suddenly to the skipper with a very passable imitation of his voice.

Sir, said the skipper, with a playful glance at Zingall.

A friend o mine named Capn Zingall is coming aboard to-night, said the mate, slowly. Get a little whisky for him out o my state-room.

Ay, ay, sir, said the amused Bradd.

Just a little in the bottom of the bottle ll do, continued the mate; dont put more in, for he drinks like a fish.

I never said such a thing, capn, said Bradd, in an agitated whisper. I never thought o such a thing.

No, I know you wouldnt, said Zingall, who was staring hard at a nearly empty whisky bottle on the table.

And dont leave your baccy pouch lying about, George, continued the mate, in a thrilling whisper.

The skipper gave a faint, mirthless little laugh, and looked at him uneasily.

If ever there was a sponger for baccy, George, its him, said the mate, in a confidential whisper.

Captain Zingall, who was at that very moment filling his pipe from the pouch which the skipper had himself pushed towards him, laid it carefully on the table again, and gazing steadily at his friend, took out the tobacco already in his pipe and replaced it. In the silence which ensued the mate took up the whisky bottle, and pouring the contents into a tumbler, added a little water, and drank it with relish.

He leaned back on the locker and smacked his lips. There was a faint laugh from one of the crew, and looking up smartly he seemed to be aware for the first time of their presence. What are you doin down here? he roared. What do you want?

Nothin, sir, said the cook. Only we thought

Get out at once, vociferated the mate, rising.

Stay where you are, said the skipper, sharply.

George! said the mate, in the squeaky voice in which he chose to personate the skipper.

Bring him round, Zingall, said the skipper, irritably. Ive had enough o this. Ill let im know whos who.

With a confident smile Zingall got up quietly from the locker, and fixed his terrible gaze on the mate. The mate fell back and gazed at him open-mouthed.

Who the devil are you staring at? he demanded, rudely.

Still holding him with his gaze, Zingall clapped his hands together, and stepping up to him blew strongly in his face. The mate, with a perfect scream of rage, picked him up by the middle, and dumping him heavily on the floor, held him there and worried him.

Help! cried Zingall, in a smothered voice; take him off!

Why dont you bring him round? yelled the skipper, excitably. Whats the good of playing with him?

Zingalls reply, which was quite irrelevant, consisted almost entirely of adjectives and improper nouns.

Blow in is face agin, sir, said the cook, bending down kindly.

Take him off! yelled Zingall; hes killing me!

The skipper flew to the assistance of his friend, but the mate, who was of gigantic strength and stature, simply backed, and crushed him against a bulkhead. Then, as if satisfied, he released the crestfallen Zingall, and stood looking at him.

Why  dont  you  bring  him  round? panted the skipper.

Hes out of my control, said Zingall, rising nimbly to his feet. Ive heard of such cases before. Im only new at the work, you know, but I dare say, in a couple of years time

The skipper howled at him, and the mate, suddenly alive again to the obnoxious presence of the crew, drove them up the companion ladder, and pursued them to the forecastle.

This is a pretty kettle o fish, said Bradd, indignantly. Why dont you bring him round?

Because I cant, said Zingall, shortly. Itll have to wear off.

Wear off! repeated the skipper.

Hes under a delusion now, said Zingall, an o course I cant say how long itll last, but whatever you do dont cross him in any way.

Oh, dont cross him, repeated Bradd, with sarcastic inflection, and you call yourself a mesmerist.

Zingall drew himself up with a little pride. Well, see what Ive done, he said. The fact is, I was charged full with electricity when I came aboard, and hes got it all now. Its left me weak, and until my will wears off him hes captain o this ship.

And what about me? said Bradd.

Youre the mate, said Zingall, and mind, for your own sake, you act up to it. If you dont cross him I havent any doubt itll be all right, but if you do hell very likely murder you in a fit of frenzy, and  he wouldnt be responsible. Goodnight.

Youre not going? said Bradd, clutching him by the sleeve.

I am, said the other. He seems to have took a violent dislike to me, and if I stay here itll only make him worse.

He ran lightly up on deck, and avoiding an ugly rush on the part of the mate, who had been listening, sprang on to the ladder and hastily clambered ashore.

The skipper, worn and scared, looked up as the bogus skipper came below.

Im going to bed, George, said the mate, staring at him. I feel a bit heavy. Give me a call just afore high water.

Where are you goin to sleep? demanded the skipper.

Goin to sleep? said the mate, why, in my state-room, to be sure.

He took the empty bottle from the table, and opening the door of the state-room, closed it in the face of its frenzied owner, and turned the key in the lock. Then he leaned over the berth, and, cramming the pillow against his mouth, gave way to his feelings until he was nearly suffocated.

Any idea that the skipper might have had of the healing effects of sleep were rudely dispelled when the mate came on deck next morning, and found that they had taken the schooner out without arousing him. His delusion seemed to be stronger than ever, and pushing the skipper from the wheel he took it himself, and read him a short and sharp lecture on the virtues of obedience.

I know youre a good sort, George Smith, he said, leniently, nobody could wish for a better, but while Im master of this here ship it dont become you to take things upon yourself in the way you do.

But you dont understand, said the skipper, trying to conquer his temper. Now look me in the eye, George.

Who are you calling George? said the mate sharply.

Well, look me in the eye, then, said the skipper, waiving the point.

Ill look at you in a way you wont like in a minute, said the mate, ferociously.

I want to explain the position of affairs to you, said the skipper. Do you remember Capn Zingall what was aboard last night?

Little dirty-looking man what kept staring at me? demanded the mate.

Well, I dont know about is being dirty, said the skipper, but thats the man. Do you know what he did to you, Geo

Eh! said the mate, sharply.

He mesmerised you, said the skipper, hastily. Now keep quite calm. You say youre Benjamin Bradd, master o this vessel, dont you?

I do, said the mate. Let me hear anybody say as I aint.

Yesterday, said the skipper, plucking up courage and speaking very slowly and impressively, you were George Smith, the mate, but my friend, Captain Zingall, mesmerised you and made you think you were me.

I see what it is, said the mate severely. Youve been drinking; youve been up to my whisky.

Call the crew up and ask em then, said Bradd, desperately.

Call em up yourself, you lunatic, said the mate, loudly enough for the men to hear. If anybody dares to play the fool with me I wont leave a whole bone in his body, thats all.

In obedience to the summons of Captain Bradd the crew came up, and being requested by him to tell the mate that he was the mate, and that he was at present labouring under a delusion, stood silently nudging each other and eyeing him uneasily.

Well, said the latter at length, why dont you speak and tell George hes gone off his ead a bit?

It aint nothing to do with us, sir, said Bill, very respectfully.

But, damn it all, man, said the mate, taking a mighty grip of his collar, you know Im the capn, dont you?

O course I do, sir, said Bill.

There you are, George, said the mate, releasing him, and turning to the frantic Bradd; you hear that? Now, look here, you listen to me. Either youve been drinking, or else your eads gone a little bit off. You go down and turn in, and if you dont give me any more of your nonsense Ill overlook it for this once.

He ordered the crew forward again, and being desirous of leaving some permanent mark of his command on the ship, had the galley fresh painted in red and blue, and a lot of old stores, which he had vainly condemned when mate, thrown overboard. The skipper stood by helplessly while it was done, and then went below of his own accord and turned in, as being the only way to retain his sanity, or, at any rate, the clearness of head which he felt to be indispensable at this juncture.

Time, instead of restoring the mate to his senses, only appeared to confirm him in his folly, and the skipper, after another attempt to convince him, let things drift, resolving to have him put under restraint as soon as they got to port.

They reached Tidescroft in the early afternoon, but before they entered the harbour the mate, as though he had had some subtle intuition that this would be his last command, called the crew to him and read them a touching little homily upon their behaviour when they should land. He warned them of public-houses and other dangers, and reminded them affectingly of their duties as husbands and fathers. Always go home to your wife and children, my lads, he continued with some emotion, as I go home to mine.

Why, he aint got none, whispered Bill, staring.

Dont be a fool, Bill, said the cook, he means the capns. Dont you see hes the capn now.

It was as clear as noonday, and the agitation of the skipper  a perfect Othello in his way  was awful. He paced the deck incessantly, casting fretful glances ashore, and, as the schooner touched the side of the quay, sprang on to the bulwarks and jumped ashore. The mate watched him with an ill-concealed grin, and then, having made the vessel snug, went below to strengthen himself with a drop of the skippers whisky for the crowning scene of his play. He came on deck again, and, taking no heed of the whispers of the crew, went ashore.

Meantime, Captain Bradd had reached his house, and was discussing the situation with his astonished spouse. She pooh-poohed the idea of the police and the medical faculty as being likely to cause complications with the owners, and, despite the remonstrances of her husband, insisted upon facing the mate alone.

Now you go in the kitchen, she said, looking from the window. Here he comes. You see how Ill settle him.

The skipper looked out of the window and saw the unhappy victim of Captain Zingall slowly approaching. His wife drew him away, and, despite his remonstrances, pushed him into the next room and closed the door.

She sat on the sofa calmly sewing, as the mate, whose hardihood was rapidly failing him, entered Her manner gave him no assistance whatever, and coming sheepishly in he took a chair.

Ive come home, he said at last

So I see, Ben, said Mrs. Bradd, calmly.

Hes told her, said the mate to himself.

Children all right? he inquired, after another pause.

Yes, said Mrs. Bradd, simply. Little Joes boots are almost off his feet, though.

Ah, said the mate, blankly.

Ive been waiting for you to come, Ben, said Mrs. Bradd after a pause. I want you to change a five-pound note Uncle Dick gave me.

Cant do it, said the mate, briefly. The absence of Captain Bradd was disquieting to a bashful man in such a position, and he had looked forward to a stormy scene which was to bring him to his senses again.

Show me what youve got, said Mrs. Bradd, leaning forward.

The mate pulled out an old leather purse and counted the contents, two pounds and a little silver.

There isnt five pounds there, said Mrs. Bradd, but I may as well take last weeks housekeeping while youve got it out.

Before the mate could prevent her she had taken the two pounds and put it in her pocket. He looked at her placid face in amazement, but she met his gaze calmly and drummed on the table with her thimble.

No, no, I want the money myself, said the mate at last. He put his hands to his head and began to prepare for the grand transformation scene. My heads gone, he said, in a gurgling voice. What am I doing here? Where am I?

Good gracious, whats the matter with the man? said Mrs. Bradd, with a scream. She snatched up a bowl of flowers and flung the contents in his face as her husband burst into the room. The mate sprang to his feet, spluttering.

What am I doing here, Capn Bradd? he said in his usual voice.

Hes come round! said Bradd, ecstatically. Hes come round. Oh, George, you have been playing the fool. Dont you know what youve been doing?

The mate shook his head, and stared round the room. I thought we were in London, he said, putting his hand to his head. You said Capn Zingall was coming aboard. How did we get here? Where am I?

In a hurried, breathless fashion the skipper told him, the mate regarding him the while with a stare of fixed incredulity.

I cant understand it, he said at length. My minds a perfect blank.

A perfect blank, said Mrs. Bradd, cheerfully. It might have been accident, but she tapped her pocket as she spoke, and the outwitted mate bit his lip as he realised his blunder, and turned to the door. The couple watched him as he slowly passed up the street.

Its most extraordinary, said the skipper; the most extraordinary case I ever heard of.

So it is, said his wife, and whats more extraordinary still for you, Ben, youre going to church on Sunday, and whats more extraordinary even than that, you are going to put two golden sovereigns in the plate.


TWIN SPIRITS

The Terrace, consisting of eight gaunt houses, faced the sea, while the back rooms commanded a view of the ancient little town some half mile distant. The beach, a waste of shingle, was desolate and bare except for a ruined bathing machine and a few pieces of linen drying in the winter sunshine. In the offing tiny steamers left a trail of smoke, while sailing-craft, their canvas glistening in the sun, slowly melted from the sight. On all these things the Terrace turned a stolid eye, and, counting up its gains of the previous season, wondered whether it could hold on to the next. It was a discontented Terrace, and had become prematurely soured by a Board which refused them a pier, a band-stand, and illuminated gardens.

From the front windows of the third storey of No. 1 Mrs. Cox, gazing out to sea, sighed softly.

The season had been a bad one, and Mr. Cox had been even more troublesome than usual owing to tightness in the money market and the avowed preference of local publicans for cash transactions to assets in chalk and slate. In Mr. Coxs memory there never had been such a drought, and his crop of patience was nearly exhausted.

He had in his earlier days attempted to do a little work, but his health had suffered so much that his wife had become alarmed for his safety. Work invariably brought on a cough, and as he came from a family whose lungs had formed the staple conversation of their lives, he had been compelled to abandon it, and at last it came to be understood that if he would only consent to amuse himself, and not get into trouble, nothing more would be expected of him. It was not much of a life for a man of spirit, and at times it became so unbearable that Mr. Cox would disappear for days together in search of work, returning unsuccessful after many days with nerves shattered in the pursuit.

Mrs. Coxs meditations were disturbed by a knock at the front door, and, the servants having been discharged for the season, she hurried downstairs to open it, not without a hope of belated lodgers  invalids in search of an east wind. A stout, middle-aged woman in widows weeds stood on the door-step.

Glad to see you, my dear, said the visitor, kissing her loudly.

Mrs. Cox gave her a subdued caress in return, not from any lack of feeling, but because she did everything in a quiet and spiritless fashion.

Ive got my Uncle Joseph from London staying with us, continued the visitor, following her into the hall, so I just got into the train and brought him down for a blow at the sea.

A question on Mrs. Coxs lips died away as a very small man who had been hidden by his niece came into sight.

My Uncle Joseph, said Mrs. Berry; Mr. Joseph Piper, she added.

Mr. Piper shook hands, and after a performance on the door-mat, protracted by reason of a festoon of hemp, followed his hostess into the faded drawing-room.

And Mr. Cox? inquired Mrs. Berry, in a cold voice.

Mrs. Cox shook her head. Hes been away this last three days, she said, flushing slightly.

Looking for work? suggested the visitor.

Mrs. Cox nodded, and, placing the tips of her fingers together, fidgeted gently.

Well, I hope he finds it, said Mrs. Berry, with more venom than the remark seemed to require. Why, wheres your marble clock?

Mrs. Cox coughed. Its being mended, she said, confusedly.

Mrs. Berry eyed her anxiously. Dont mind him, my dear, she said, with a jerk of her head in the direction of Mr. Piper, hes nobody. Wouldnt you like to go out on the beach a little while, uncle?

No, said Mr. Piper.

I suppose Mr. Cox took the clock for company, remarked Mrs. Berry, after a hostile stare at her relative.

Mrs. Cox sighed and shook her head. It was no use pretending with Mrs. Berry.

Hell pawn the clock and anything else he can lay his hands on, and when hes drunk it up come home to be made a fuss of, continued Mrs. Berry, heatedly; thats you men.

Her glance was so fiery that Mr. Joseph Piper was unable to allow the remark to pass unchallenged.

I never pawned a clock, he said, stroking his little grey head.

Thats a lot to boast of, isnt it? demanded his niece; if I hadnt got anything better than that to boast of I wouldnt boast at all.

Mr. Piper said that he was not boasting.

Itll go on like this, my dear, till youre ruined, said the sympathetic Mrs. Berry, turning to her friend again; whatll you do then?

Yes, I know, said Mrs. Cox. Ive had a bad season, too, and Im so anxious about him in spite of it all. I cant sleep at nights for fearing that hes in some trouble. Im sure I laid awake half last night crying.

Mrs. Berry sniffed loudly, and Mr. Piper making a remark in a low voice, turned on him with ferocity.

What did you say? she demanded.

I said it does her credit, said Mr. Piper, firmly.

I might have known it was nonsense, retorted his niece, hotly. Cant you get him to take the pledge, Mary?

I couldnt insult him like that, said Mrs. Cox, with a shiver; you dont know his pride. He never admits that he drinks; he says that he only takes a little for his indigestion. Hed never forgive me. When he pawns the things he pretends that somebody has stolen them, and the way he goes on at me for my carelessness is alarming. He gets worked up to such a pitch that sometimes I almost think he believes it himself.

Rubbish, said Mrs. Berry, tartly, youre too easy with him.

Mrs. Cox sighed, and, leaving the room, returned with a bottle of wine which was port to the look and red-currant to the taste, and a seedcake of formidable appearance. The visitors attacked these refreshments mildly, Mr. Piper sipping his wine with an obtrusive carefulness which his niece rightly regarded as a reflection upon her friends hospitality.

What Cox wants is a shock, she said; youve dropped some crumbs on the carpet, uncle.

Mr. Piper apologised and said he had got his eye on them, and would pick them up when he had finished and pick up his nieces at the same time to prevent her stooping. Mrs. Berry, in an aside to Mrs. Cox, said that her Uncle Josephs tongue had got itself disliked on both sides of the family.

And Id give him one, said Mrs. Berry, returning again to the subject of Mr. Cox and shocks. He has a gentlemans life of it here, and he would look rather silly if you were sold up and he had to do something for his living.

Its putting away the things that is so bad, said Mrs. Cox, shaking her head; that clock wont last him out, I know; hell come back and take some of the other things. Every spring I have to go through his pockets for the tickets and get the things out again, and I mustnt say a word for fear of hurting his feelings. If I do he goes off again.

If I were you, said Mrs. Berry, emphatically, Id get behind with the rent or something and have the brokers in. Hed look rather astonished if he came home and saw a brokers man sitting in a chair

Hed look more astonished if he saw him sitting in a flower-pot, suggested the caustic Mr. Piper.

I couldnt do that, said Mrs. Cox. I couldnt stand the disgrace, even though I knew I could pay him out. As it is, Cox is always setting his family above mine.

Mrs. Berry, without ceasing to stare Mr. Piper out of countenance, shook her head, and, folding her arms, again stated her opinion that Mr. Cox wanted a shock, and expressed a great yearning to be the humble means of giving him one.

If you cant have the brokers in, get somebody to pretend to be one, she said, sharply; that would prevent him pawning any more things, at any rate. Why wouldnt he do? she added, nodding at her uncle.

Anxiety on Mrs. Coxs face was exaggerated on that of Mr. Piper.

Let uncle pretend to be a brokers man in for the rent, continued the excitable lady, rapidly. When Mr. Cox turns up after his spree, tell him what his doings have brought you to, and say youll have to go to the workhouse.

I look like a brokers man, dont I? said Mr. Piper, in a voice more than tinged with sarcasm.

Yes, said his niece, thats what put it into my head.

Its very kind of you, dear, and very kind of Mr. Piper, said Mrs. Cox, but I couldnt think of it, I really couldnt.

Uncle would be delighted, said Mrs. Berry, with a wilful blinking of plain facts. Hes got nothing better to do; its a nice house and good food, and he could sit at the open window and sniff at the sea all day long.

Mr. Piper sniffed even as she spoke, but not at the sea.

And Ill come for him the day after to-morrow, said Mrs. Berry.

It was the old story of the stronger will: Mrs. Cox after a feeble stand gave way altogether, and Mr. Pipers objections were demolished before he had given them full utterance. Mrs. Berry went off alone after dinner, secretly glad to have got rid of Mr. Piper, who was making a self-invited stay at her house of indefinite duration; and Mr. Piper, in his new rôle of brokers man, essayed the part with as much help as a clay pipe and a pint of beer could afford him.

That day and the following he spent amid the faded grandeurs of the drawing-room, gazing longingly at the wide expanse of beach and the tumbling sea beyond. The house was almost uncanily quiet, an occasional tinkle of metal or crash of china from the basement giving the only indication of the industrious Mrs. Cox; but on the day after the quiet of the house was broken by the return of its master, whose annoyance, when he found the drawing-room clock stolen and a man in possession, was alarming in its vehemence. He lectured his wife severely on her mismanagement, and after some hesitation announced his intention of going through her books. Mrs. Cox gave them to him, and, armed with pen and ink and four square inches of pink blotting-paper, he performed feats of balancing which made him a very Blondin of finance.

I shall have to get something to do, he said, gloomily, laying down his pen.

Yes, dear, said his wife.

Mr. Cox leaned back in his chair and, wiping his pen on the blotting-paper, gazed in a speculative fashion round the room. Have you any money? he inquired.

For reply his wife rummaged in her pocket and after a lengthy search produced a bunch of keys, a thimble, a needle-case, two pocket-handkerchiefs, and a halfpenny. She put this last on the table, and Mr. Cox, whose temper had been mounting steadily, threw it to the other end of the room.

I cant help it, said Mrs. Cox, wiping her eyes. Im sure Ive done all I could to keep a home together. I cant even raise money on anything.

Mr. Cox, who had been glancing round the room again, looked up sharply.

Why not? he inquired.

The brokers man, said Mrs. Cox, nervously; hes made an inventory of everything, and he holds us responsible.

Mr. Cox leaned back in his chair. This is a pretty state of things, he blurted, wildly. Here have I been walking my legs off looking for work, any work so long as its honest labour, and I come back to find a brokers man sitting in my own house and drinking up my beer.

He rose and walked up and down the room, and Mrs. Cox, whose nerves were hardly equal to the occasion, slipped on her bonnet and announced her intention of trying to obtain a few necessaries on credit. Her husband waited in indignant silence until he heard the front door close behind her, and then stole softly upstairs to have a look at the fell destroyer of his domestic happiness.

Mr. Piper, who was already very tired of his imprisonment, looked up curiously as he heard the door pushed open, and discovered an elderly gentleman with an appearance of great stateliness staring at him. In the ordinary way he was one of the meekest of men, but the insolence of this stare was outrageous. Mr. Piper, opening his mild blue eyes wide, stared back. Whereupon Mr. Cox, fumbling in his vest pocket, found a pair of folders, and putting them astride his nose, gazed at the pseudo-brokers man with crushing effect.

What do you want here? he asked, at length. Are you the father of one of the servants?

Im the father of all the servants in the house, said Mr. Piper, sweetly.

Dont answer me, sir, said Mr. Cox, with much pomposity; youre an eyesore to an honest man, a vulture, a harpy.

Mr. Piper pondered.

How do you know whats an eyesore to an honest man? he asked, at length.

Mr. Cox smiled scornfully.

Where is your warrant or order, or whatever you call it? he demanded.

Ive shown it to Mrs. Cox, said Mr. Piper.

Show it to me, said the other.

Ive complied with the law by showing it once, said Mr. Piper, bluffing, and Im not going to show it again.

Mr. Cox stared at him disdainfully, beginning at his little sleek grey head and travelling slowly downwards to his untidy boots and then back again. He repeated this several times, until Mr. Piper, unable to bear it patiently, began to eye him in the same fashion.

What are you looking at, vulture? demanded the incensed Mr. Cox.

Three spots o grease on a dirty weskit, replied Mr. Piper, readily, a pair o bow legs in a pair o somebody elses trousers, and a shabby coat wore under the right arm, with carrying off  he paused a moment as though to make sure with carrying off of a drawing-room clock.

He regretted this retort almost before he had finished it, and rose to his feet with a faint cry of alarm as the heated Mr. Cox first locked the door and put the key in his pocket and then threw up the window.

Vulture! he cried, in a terrible voice.

Yes, sir, said the trembling Mr. Piper.

Mr. Cox waved his hand towards the window.

Fly, he said, briefly.

Mr. Piper tried to form his white lips into a smile, and his knees trembled beneath him.

Did you hear what I said? demanded Mr. Cox. What are you waiting for? If you dont fly out of the window Ill throw you out.

Dont touch me, screamed Mr. Piper, retreating behind a table, its all a mistake. All a joke. Im not a brokers man. Ha! ha!

Eh? said the other; not a brokers man? What are you, then?

In eager, trembling tones Mr. Piper told him, and, gathering confidence as he proceeded, related the conversation which had led up to his imposture. Mr. Cox listened in a dazed fashion, and as he concluded threw himself into a chair, and gave way to a terrible outburst of grief.

The way Ive worked for that woman, he said, brokenly, to think it should come to this! The deceit of the thing; the wickedness of it My heart is broken; I shall never be the same man again  never!

Mr. Piper made a sympathetic noise.

Its been very unpleasant for me, he said, but my niece is so masterful.

I dont blame you, said Mr. Cox, kindly; shake hands.

They shook hands solemnly, and Mr. Piper, muttering something about a draught, closed the window.

You might have been killed in trying to jump out of that window, said Mr. Cox; fancy the feelings of those two deceitful women then.

Fancy my feelings! said Mr. Piper, with a shudder. Playing with fire, thats what I call it. My niece is coming this afternoon; it would serve her right if you gave her a fright by telling her you had killed me. Perhaps it would be a lesson to her not to be so officious.

It would serve em both right, agreed Mr. Cox; only Mrs. Berry might send for the police.

I never thought of that, said Mr. Piper, fondling his chin.

I might frighten my wife, mused the amiable Mr. Cox; it would be a lesson to her not to be deceitful again. And, by Jove, Ill get some money from her to escape with; I know shes got some, and if she hasnt she will have in a day or two. Theres a little pub at Newstead, eight miles from here, where we could be as happy as fighting cocks with a fiver or two. And while were there enjoying ourselves my wifell be half out of her mind trying to account for your disappearance to Mrs. Berry.

It sounds all right, said Mr. Piper, cautiously, but she wont believe you. You dont look wild enough to have killed anybody.

Ill look wild enough when the time comes, said the other, nodding. You get on to the White Horse at Newstead and wait for me. Ill let you out at the back way. Come along.

But you said it was eight miles, said Mr. Piper.

Eight miles easy walking, rejoined Mr. Cox. Or theres a train at three oclock. Theres a sign-post at the corner there, and if you dont hurry I shall be able to catch you up. Good-bye.

He patted the hesitating Mr. Piper on the back, and letting him out through the garden, indicated the road. Then he returned to the drawing-room, and carefully rumpling his hair, tore his collar from the stud, overturned a couple of chairs and a small table, and sat down to wait as patiently as he could for the return of his wife.

He waited about twenty minutes, and then he heard a key turn in the door below and his wifes footsteps slowly mounting the stairs. By the time she reached the drawing-room his tableau was complete, and she fell back with a faint shriek at the frenzied figure which met her eyes.

Hush, said the tragedian, putting his finger to his lips.

Henry, what is it? cried Mrs. Cox. What is the matter?

The brokers man, said her husband, in a thrilling whisper. We had words  he struck me. In a fit of fury I  I  choked him.

Much? inquired the bewildered woman.

Much? repeated Mr. Cox, frantically. Ive killed him and hidden the body. Now I must escape and fly the country.

The bewilderment on Mrs. Coxs face increased; she was trying to reconcile her husbands statement with a vision of a trim little figure which she had seen ten minutes before with its head tilted backwards studying the sign-post, and which she was now quite certain was Mr. Piper.
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Are you sure hes dead? she inquired.

Dead as a door nail, replied Mr. Cox, promptly. Id no idea he was such a delicate little man. What am I to do? Every moment adds to my danger. I must fly. How much money have you got?

The question explained everything. Mrs. Cox closed her lips with a snap and shook her head.

Dont play the fool, said her husband, wildly; my necks in danger.

I havent got anything, asseverated Mrs. Cox. Its no good looking like that, Henry, I cant make money.

Mr. Coxs reply was interrupted by a loud knock at the hall door, which he was pleased to associate with the police. It gave him a fine opportunity for melodrama, in the midst of which his wife, rightly guessing that Mrs. Berry had returned according to arrangement, went to the door to admit her. The visitor was only busy two minutes on the door-mat, but in that time Mrs. Cox was able in low whispers to apprise her of the state of affairs.

Thats my uncle all over, said Mrs. Berry, fiercely; thats just the mean trick I should have expected of him. You leave em to me, my dear.

She followed her friend into the drawing-room, and having shaken hands with Mr. Cox, drew her handkerchief from her pocket and applied it to her eyes.

Shes told me all about it, she said, nodding at Mrs. Cox, and its worse than you think, much worse. It isnt a brokers man  its my poor uncle, Joseph Piper.

Your uncle! repeated Mr. Cox, reeling back; the brokers man your uncle?

Mrs. Berry sniffed. It was a little joke on our part, she admitted, sinking into a chair and holding her handkerchief to her face. Poor uncle; but I dare say hes happier where he is.

With its head tilted back, studyin Mr. Cox wiped his brow, and then, leaning his elbow on the mantelpiece, stared at her in well-simulated amazement.

See what your joking has led to, he said, at last. I have got to be a wanderer over the face of the earth, all on account of your jokes.

It was an accident, murmured Mrs. Berry, and nobody knows he was here, and Im sure, poor dear, he hadnt got much to live for.

Its very kind of you to look at it in that way, Susan, Im sure, said Mrs. Cox.

I was never one to make mischief, said Mrs. Berry. Its no good crying over spilt milk. If uncles killed hes killed, and theres an end of it But I dont think its quite safe for Mr. Cox to stay here.

Just what I say, said that gentleman, eagerly; but Ive got no money.

You get away, said Mrs. Berry, with a warning glance at her friend, and nodding to emphasise her words; leave us some address to write to, and we must try and scrape twenty or thirty pounds to send you.

Thirty? said Mr. Cox, hardly able to believe his ears.

Mrs. Berry nodded. Youll have to make that do to go on with, she said, pondering. And as soon as yoa get it you had better get as far away as possible before poor uncle is discovered. Where are we to send the money?

Mr. Cox affected to consider.

The White Horse, Newstead, he said at length, in a whisper; better write it down.

Mrs. Berry obeyed; and this business being completed, Mr. Cox, after trying in vain to obtain a shilling or two cash in hand, bade them a pathetic farewell and went off down the path, for some reason best known to himself, on tiptoe.

For the first two days Messrs. Cox and Piper waited with exemplary patience for the remittance, the demands of the landlord, a man of coarse fibre, being met in the meantime by the latter gentleman from his own slender resources. They were both reasonable men, and knew from experience the difficulty of raising money at short notice; but on the fourth day, their funds being nearly exhausted, an urgent telegram was dispatched to Mrs. Cox.

Mr. Cox was alone when the reply came, and Mr. Piper, returning to the inn-parlour, was amazed and distressed at his friends appearance.

Twice he had to address him before he seemed to be aware of his presence, and then Mr. Cox, breathing hard and staring at him strangely, handed him the message.

Eh? said Mr. Piper, in amaze, as he read slowly: No  need  send  money  Uncle  Joseph  has  come  back.  Berry, What does it mean? Is she mad?

Mr. Cox shook his head, and taking the paper from him, held it at arms length and regarded it at an angle.

How can you be there when youre supposed to be dead? he said, at length.

How can I be there when Im here? rejoined Mr. Piper, no less reasonably.

Both gentlemen lapsed into a wondering silence, devoted to the attempted solution of their own riddles. Finally Mr. Cox, seized with a bright idea that the telegram had got altered in transmission, went off to the post-office and dispatched another, which went straight to the heart of things:

Dont  understand  is  Uncle  Joseph  alive?

A reply was brought to the inn-parlour an hour later on. Mr. Cox opened it, gave one glance at it, and then with a suffocating cry handed it to the other. Mr. Piper took it gingerly, and his eyebrows almost disappeared as he read:

Yes  smoking  in  drawing-room.

His first strong impression was that it was a case for the Psychical Research Society, but this romantic view faded in favour of a simple solution, propounded by Mr. Cox with much crisp-ness, that Mrs. Berry was leaving the realms of fact for those of romance. His actual words were shorter, but the meaning is the same.

Ill go home and ask to see you, he said, fiercely; thatll bring things to a head, I should think.

And shell say Ive gone back to London, perhaps, said Mr. Piper, gifted with sudden clearness of vision. You cant show her up unless you take me with you, and thatll show us up. Thats her artfulness; thats Susan all over.

Shes a wicked, untruthful woman, gasped Mr. Cox.

I never did like Susan, said Mr. Piper, with acerbity, never.

Mr. Cox said he could easily understand it, and then, as a forlorn hope, sat down and wrote a long letter to his wife, in which, after dwelling at great length on the lamentable circumstances surrounding the sudden demise of Mr. Piper, he bade her thank Mrs. Berry for her well-meant efforts to ease his mind, and asked for the immediate dispatch of the money promised.

A reply came the following evening from Mrs. Berry herself. It was a long letter, and not only long, but badly written and crossed. It began with the weather, asked after Mr. Coxs health, and referred to the writers; described with much minuteness a strange headache which had attacked Mrs. Cox, together with a long list of the remedies prescribed and the effects of each, and wound up in an out-of-the-way corner, in a vein of cheery optimism which reduced both readers to the verge of madness.

Dear Uncle Joseph has quite recovered, and, in spite of a little nervousness  he was always rather timid  at meeting you again, has consented to go to the White Horse to satisfy you that he is alive. I dare say he will be with you as soon as this letter  perhaps help you to read it.

Mr. Cox laid the letter down with extreme care, and, coughing gently, glanced in a sheepish fashion at the goggle-eyed Mr. Piper.

For some time neither of them spoke. Mr. Cox was the first to break the silence and  when he had finished  Mr. Piper said Hush.

Besides, it does no good, he added.

It does me good, said Mr. Cox, recommencing.

Mr. Piper held up his hand with a startled gesture for silence. The words died away on his friends lips as a familiar voice was heard in the passage, and the next moment Mrs. Berry entered the room and stood regarding them.

I ran down by the same train to make sure you came, uncle, she remarked. How long have you been here?

Mr. Piper moistened his lips and gazed wildly at Mr. Cox for guidance.

Bout bout five minutes, he stammered.

We were so glad dear uncle wasnt hurt much, continued Mrs. Berry, smiling, and shaking her head at Mr. Cox; but the idea of your burying him in the geranium-bed; we havent got him clean yet.

Mr. Piper, giving utterance to uncouth noises, quitted the room hastily, but Mr. Cox sat still and stared at her dumbly.

Werent you surprised to see him? inquired his tormentor.

Not after your letter, said Mr. Cox, finding his voice at last, and speaking with an attempt at chilly dignity. Nothing could surprise me much after that.

Mrs. Berry smiled again.

Ah, Ive got another little surprise for you, she said, briskly. Mrs. Cox was so upset at the idea of being alone while you were a wanderer over the face of the earth, that she and I have gone into partnership. We have had a proper deed drawn up, so that now there are two of us to look after things. Eh? What did you say?

I was just thinking, said Mr. Cox.


SAMS BOY

It was getting late in the afternoon as Master Jones, in a somewhat famished condition, strolled up Aldgate, with a keen eye on the gutter, in search of anything that would serve him for his tea. Too late, he wished that he had saved some of the stale bread and damaged fruit which had constituted his dinner.

Aldgate proving barren, he turned up into the quieter Minories, skilfully dodging the mechanical cuff of the constable at the corner as he passed, and watching with some interest the efforts of a stray mongrel to get itself adopted. Its victim had sworn at it, cut at it with his stick, and even made little runs at it  all to no purpose. Finally, being a soft-hearted man, he was weak enough to pat the cowering schemer on the head, and, being frantically licked by the homeless one, took it up in his arms and walked off with it.

Billy Jones watched the proceedings with interest, not untempered by envy. If he had only been a dog! The dog passed in the mans arms, and, with a whine of ecstasy, insisted upon licking his ear. They went on their way, the dog wondering between licks what sort of table the man kept, and the man speculating idly as to a descent which appeared to have included, among other things, an ant-eater.

Es all right, said the orphan, wistfully; no coppers to chivvy im about, and as much grub as he wants. Wish Id been a dog.

He tied up his breeches with a piece of string which was lying on the pavement, and, his hands being now free, placed them in a couple of rents which served as pockets, and began to whistle. He was not a proud boy, and was quite willing to take a lesson even from the humblest. Surely he was as useful as a dog!

The thought struck him just as a stout, kindly-looking seaman passed with a couple of shipmates. It was a good-natured face, and the figure was that of a man who lived well. A moments hesitation, and Master Jones, with a courage born of despair, ran after him and tugged him by the sleeve.

Halloa! said Mr. Samuel Brown, looking round. What do you want?

Want you, father, said Master Jones.

The jolly seamans face broke into a smile. So also did the faces of the jolly seamans friends.

Im not your father, matey, he said, good-naturedly.

Yes, you are, said the desperate Billy; you know you are.

Youve made a mistake, my lad, said Mr. Brown, still smiling. Here, run away.

He felt in his trouser pocket and produced a penny. It was a gift, not a bribe, but it had by no means the effect its donor intended. Master Jones, now quite certain that he had made a wise choice of a father, trotted along a yard or two in the rear.

Look here, my lad, exclaimed Mr. Brown, goaded into action by intercepting a smile with which Mr. Charles Legge had favoured Mr. Harry Green, you run off home.

Where do you live now? inquired Billy, anxiously.

Mr. Green, disdaining concealment, slapped Mr. Legge on the back, and, laughing uproariously, regarded Master Jones with much kindness.

You mustnt follow me, said Sam, severely; dye hear?

All right, father, said the boy, dutifully.

And dont call me father, vociferated Mr. Brown.

Why not? inquired the youth, artlessly.

Mr. Legge stopped suddenly, and, putting his hand on Mr. Greens shoulder, gaspingly expressed his inability to go any farther. Mr. Green, patting his back, said he knew how he felt, because he felt the same, and, turning to Sam, told him hed be the death of him if he wasnt more careful.

If you dont run away, said Mr. Brown, harshly, as he turned to the boy, I shall give you a hiding.

Where am I to run to? whimpered Master Jones, dodging off and on.

Run ome, said Sam.

Thats where Im going, said Master Jones, following.

Better try and give im the slip, Sam, said Mr. Legge, in a confidential whisper; though it seems an unnatural thing to do.

Unnatural? What dye mean? demanded his unfortunate friend. Wot dye mean by unnatural?

Oh, if youre going to talk like that, Sam, said Mr. Legge, shortly, its no good giving you advice. As youve made your bed, you must lay on it.

How long is it since you saw im last, matey? inquired Mr. Green.

I dunno; not very long, replied the boy, cautiously.

Has he altered at all since you see im last? inquired the counsel for the defence, motioning the fermenting Mr. Brown to keep still.

No, said Billy, firmly; not a bit.

Wots your name?

Billy, was the reply.

Billy wot?

Billy Jones.

Mr. Greens face cleared, and he turned to his friends with a smile of joyous triumph. Sams face reflected his own, but Charlie Legges was still overcast.

It aint likely, he said impressively; it aint likely as Sam would go and get married twice in the same name, is it? Put it to yourself, Arry  would you?

Look ere, exclaimed the infuriated Mr. Brown, dont you interfere in my business. Youre a crocodile, thats wot you are. As for you, you little varmint, you run off, dye hear?

He moved on swiftly, accompanied by the other two, and set an example of looking straight ahead of him, which was, however, lost upon his friends.

Es still following of you, Sam, said the crocodile, in by no means disappointed tones.

Sticking like a leech, confirmed Mr. Green. Es a pretty little chap, rather.

Takes arter is mother, said the vengeful Mr. Legge.

The unfortunate Sam said nothing, but strode a haunted man down Nightingale Lane into Wapping High Street, and so to the ketch Nancy Bell, which was lying at Shrimpetts Wharf. He stepped on board without a word, and only when he turned to descend the forecastle ladder did his gaze rest for a moment on the small, forlorn piece of humanity standing on the wharf.

Halloa, boy, what do you want? cried the skipper, catching sight of him.

Want my father, sir  Sam, replied the youth, who had kept his ears open.

The skipper got up from his seat and eyed him curiously; Messrs. Legge and Green, drawing near, explained the situation. Now the skipper was a worldly man; and Samuel Brown, A.B., when at home, played a brass instrument in the Salvation Army band. He regarded the boy kindly and spoke to him fair.

Dont run away, he said, anxiously.

Im not going to, sir, said Master Jones, charmed with his manner, and he watched breathlessly as the skipper stepped forward, and, peering down the forecastle, called loudly for Sam.

Yes, sir, said a worried voice.

Your boys asking after you, said the skipper, grinning madly.

Hes not my boy, sir, replied Mr. Brown, through his clenched teeth.

Well, youd better come up and see him, said the other. Are you sure he isnt, Sam?

Mr. Brown made no reply, but coming on deck met Master Joness smile of greeting with an icy stare, and started convulsively as the skipper beckoned him aboard.

Hes been rather neglected, Sam, said the skipper, shaking his head.

Wots it got to do with me? said Sam, violently. I tell you Ive never seen im afore this arternoon.

You hear what your father says, said the skipper  (Hold your tongue, Sam.) Wheres your mother, boy?

Dead, sir, whined Master Jones. Ive ony got im now.

The skipper was a kind-hearted man, and he looked pityingly at the forlorn little figure by his side. And Sam was the good man of the ship and a leading light at Dimport.

How would you like to come to sea with your father? he inquired.

The grin of delight with which Master Jones received this proposal was sufficient reply.

I wouldnt do it for everybody, pursued the skipper, glancing severely at the mate, who was behaving foolishly, but I dont mind obliging you, Sam. He can come.

Obliging? repeated Mr. Brown, hardly able to get the words out. Obliging me? I dont want to be obliged.

There, there, interrupted the skipper. I dont want any thanks. Take him forrard and give him something to eat  he looks half-starved, poor little chap.

He turned away and went down to the cabin, while the cook, whom Mr. Brown had publicly rebuked for his sins the day before, led the boy to the galley and gave him a good meal. After that was done Charlie washed him, and Harry going ashore, begged a much-worn suit of boys clothes from a foreman of his acquaintance. He also brought back a message from the foreman to Mr. Brown to the effect that he was surprised at him.

The conversation that evening after Master Jones was asleep turned upon bigamy, but Mr. Brown snored through it all, though Mr. Legges remark that the revelations of that afternoon had thrown a light upon many little things in his behaviour which had hitherto baffled him came perilously near to awaking him.

At six in the morning they got under way, the boy going nearly frantic with delight as sail after sail was set, and the ketch, with a stiff breeze, rapidly left London behind her. Mr. Brown studiously ignored him, but the other men pampered him to his hearts content, and even the cabin was good enough to manifest a little concern in his welfare, the skipper calling Mr. Brown up no fewer than five times that day to complain about his sons behaviour.

I cant have somersaults on this ere ship, Sam, he remarked, shaking his head; it aint the place for em.

I wonder at you teaching im such things, said the mate, in grave disapprobation.

Me? said the hapless Sam, trembling with passion.

He must ave seen you do it, said the mate, letting his eye rove casually over Sams ample proportions. You must ha been leading a double life altogether, Sam.

Thats nothing to do with us, interrupted the skipper, impatiently. I dont mind Sam turning cart-wheels all day if it amuses him, but they mustnt do it here, thats all. Its no good standing there sulking, Sam; I cant have it.

He turned away, and Mr. Brown, unable to decide whether he was mad or drunk, or both, walked back, and, squeezing himself up in the bows, looked miserably over the sea. Behind him the men disported themselves with Master Jones, and once, looking over his shoulder, he actually saw the skipper giving him a lesson in steering.

By the following afternoon he was in such a state of collapse that, when they put in at the small port of Withersea to discharge a portion of their cargo, he obtained permission to stay below in his bunk. Work proceeded without him, and at nine oclock in the evening they sailed again, and it was not until they were a couple of miles on their way to Dimport that Mr. Legge rushed aft with the announcement that he was missing.

Dont talk nonsense, said the skipper, as he came up from below in response to a hail from the mate.
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Its a fact, sir, said Mr. Legge, shaking his head.

Whats to be done with the boy? demanded the mate, blankly.

Sams a unsteady, unreliable, tricky old man, exclaimed the skipper, hotly; the idea of going and leaving a boy on our hands like that. Im surprised at him. Im disappointed in Sam  deserting!

I expect es larfing like anything, sir, remarked Mr. Legge.

Get forrard, said the skipper, sharply; get forrard at once, dye hear?

But whats to be done with the boy?  thats what I want to know, said the mate.

What dye thinks to be done with him? bawled the skipper. We cant chuck him overboard, can we?

I mean when we get to Dimport? growled the mate.

Well, the menll talk, said the skipper, calming down a little, and perhaps Sams wifell come and take him. If not, I suppose hell have to go to the workhouse. Anyway, its got nothing to do with me. I wash my hands of it altogether.

He went below again, leaving the mate at the wheel. A murmur of voices came from the forecastle, where the crew were discussing the behaviour of their late colleague. The bereaved Master Jones, whose face was streaky with the tears of disappointment, looked on from his bunk.

What are you going to do, Billy? inquired the cook.

I dunno, said the boy, miserably.

He sat up in his bunk in a brown study, ever and anon turning his sharp little eyes from one to another of the men. Then, with a final sniff to the memory of his departed parent, he composed himself to sleep.

With the buoyancy of childhood he had forgotten his trouble by the morning, and ran idly about the ship as before, until in the afternoon they came in sight of Dimport. Mr. Legge, who had a considerable respect for the brain hidden in that small head, pointed it out to him, and with some curiosity waited for his remarks.

I can see it, said Master Jones, briefly.

Thats where Sam lives, said his friend, pointedly.

Yes, said the boy, nodding, all of you live there, dont you?

It was an innocent enough remark in all conscience, but there was that in Master Joness eye which caused Mr. Legge to move away hastily and glance at him in some disquietude from the other side of the deck. The boy, unconscious of the interest excited by his movements, walked restlessly up and down.

Boys worried, said the skipper, aside, to the mate; cheer up, sonny.

Billy looked up and smiled, and the cloud which had sat on his brow when he thought of the coldblooded desertion of Mr. Brown gave way to an expression of serene content.

Well, whats he going to do? inquired the mate, in a low voice.

That neednt worry us, said the skipper.

Let things take their course; thats my motto.

He took the wheel from Harry; the little town came closer; the houses separated and disclosed roads, and the boy discovered to his disappointment that the church stood on ground of its own, and not on the roof of a large red house as he had supposed. He ran forward as they got closer, and, perching up in the bows until they were fast to the quay, looked round searchingly for any signs of Sam.

The skipper locked up the cabin, and then calling on one of the shore hands to keep an eye on the forecastle, left it open for the convenience of the small passenger. Harry, Charlie, and the cook stepped ashore. The skipper and mate followed, and the latter, looking back from some distance, called his attention to the desolate little figure sitting on the hatch.

I spose hell be all right, said the skipper, uneasily; theres food and a bed down the focsle. You might just look round to-night and see hes safe. I expect well have to take him back to London with us.

They turned up a small road in the direction of home and walked on in silence, until the mate, glancing behind at an acquaintance who had just passed, uttered a sharp exclamation. The skipper turned, and a small figure which had just shot round the corner stopped in mid-career and eyed them warily. The men exchanged uneasy glances.

Father, cried a small voice.

He  hes adopted you now, said the skipper, huskily.

Or you, said the mate. I never took much notice of him.

He looked round again. Master Jones was following briskly, about ten yards in the rear, and twenty yards behind him came the crew, who, having seen him quit the ship, had followed with the evident intention of being in at the death.

Father, cried the boy again, wait for me.

One or two passers-by stared in astonishment, and the mate began to be uneasy as to the company he was keeping.

Lets separate, he growled, and see who hes calling after.

The skipper caught him by the arm. Shout out to him to go back, he cried.

Its you hes after, I tell you, said the mate. Who do you want, Billy?

I want my father, cried the youth, and, to prevent any mistake, indicated the raging skipper with his finger.

Who do you want? bellowed the latter, in a frightful voice.

Want you, father, chirrupped Master Jones.

Wrath and dismay struggled for supremacy in the skippers face, and he paused to decide whether it would be better to wipe Master Jones off the face of the earth or to pursue his way in all the strength of conscious innocence. He chose the latter course, and, a shade more erect than usual, walked on until he came in sight of his house and his wife, who was standing at the door.

You come along o me, Jem, and explain, he whispered to the mate. Then he turned about and hailed the crew. The crew, flattered at being offered front seats in the affair, came forward eagerly.

Whats the matter? inquired Mrs. Hunt, eyeing the crowd in amazement as it grouped itself in anticipation.

Nothing, said her husband, off-handedly.

Whos that boy? cried the innocent woman.

Its a poor little mad boy, began the skipper; he came aboard

Im not mad, father, interrupted Master Jones.

A poor little mad boy, continued the skipper, hastily, who came aboard in London and said poor old Sam Brown was his father.

No  you, father, cried the boy, shrilly.

He calls everybody his father, said the skipper, with a smile of anguish; thats the form his madness takes. He called Jem here his father.

No, he didnt, said the mate, bluntly.

And then he thought Charlie was his father.

No, sir, said Mr. Legge, with respectful firmness.

Well, he said Sam Brown was, said the skipper.

Yes, thats right, sir, said the crew. Where is Sam? inquired Mrs. Hunt, looking round expectantly.

He deserted the ship at Withersea, said her husband.

I see, said Mrs. Hunt, with a bitter smile, and these men have all come up prepared to swear that the boy said Sam was his father. Havent you?

Yes, mum, chorused the crew, delighted at being understood so easily.

Mrs. Hunt looked across the road to the fields stretching beyond. Then she suddenly brought her gaze back, and, looking full at her husband, uttered just two words  

Oh, Joe!

Ask the mate, cried the frantic skipper.

Yes, I know what the matell say, said Mrs. Hunt. Ive no need to ask him.

Charlie and Harry were with Sam when the boy came up to them, protested the skipper.

Ive no doubt, said his wife. Oh, Joe! Joe! Joe!

There was an uncomfortable silence, during which the crew, standing for the most part on one leg in sympathy with their chiefs embarrassment, nudged each other to say something to clear the character of a man whom all esteemed.

You ungrateful little devil, burst out Mr. Legge, at length; arter the kind way the skipper treated you, too.

Did he treat him kindly? inquired the captains wife, in conversational tones.

Like a fa  like a uncle, mum, said the thoughtless Mr. Legge. Gave im a passage on the ship and fairly spoilt im. We was all surprised at the fuss e made of im; wasnt we, Harry?

He turned to his friend, but on Mr. Greens face there was an expression of such utter scorn and contempt that his own fell. He glanced at the skipper, and was almost frightened at his appearance.

The situation was ended by Mrs. Hunt entering the house and closing the door with an ominous bang. The men slunk off, headed by Mr. Legge; and the mate, after a few murmured words of encouragement to the skipper, also departed. Captain Hunt looked first at the small cause of his trouble, who had drawn off to some distance, and then at the house. Then, with a determined gesture, he turned the handle of the door and walked in. His wife, who was sitting in an armchair, with her eyes on the floor, remained motionless.

Look here, Polly  , he began.

Dont talk to me, was the reply. I wonder you can look me in the face.

The skipper ground his teeth, and strove to maintain an air of judicial calm.

If youll only be reasonable  , he remarked, severely.

I thought there was something secret going on, said Mrs. Hunt. Ive often looked at you when youve been sitting in that chair, with a worried look on your face, and wondered what it was. But I never thought it was so bad as this. Ill do you the credit to say that I never thought of such a thing as this.... What did you say?... What?

I said damn! said the skipper, explosively.

Yes, Ive no doubt, said his wife, fiercely. You think youre going to carry it off with a high hand and bluster; but you wont bluster me, my man. Im not one of your meek and mild women wholl put up with anything. Im not one of your

I tell you, said the skipper, that the boy calls everybody his father. I dare say hes claimed another by this time.

Even as he spoke the handle turned, and the door opening a few inches disclosed the anxious face of Master Jones. Mrs. Hunt, catching the skippers eye, pointed to it in an ecstasy of silent wrath. There was a breathless pause, broken at last by the boy.

Mother! he said, softly.

Mrs. Hunt stiffened in her chair and her arms fell by her side as she gazed in speechless amazement. Master Jones, opening the door a little wider, gently insinuated his small figure into the room. The skipper gave one glance at his wife and then, turning hastily away, put his hand over his mouth, and, with protruding eyes, gazed out of the window.

Mother, can I come in? said the boy.

Oh, Polly! sighed the skipper. Mrs. Hunt strove to regain the utterance of which astonishment had deprived her.

I... what... Joe... dont be a fool!

Yes, Ive no doubt, said the skipper, theatrically. Oh, Polly! Polly! Polly!

He put his hand over his mouth again and laughed silently, until his wife, coming behind him, took him by the shoulders and shook him violently.

This, said the skipper, choking; this is what  youve been worried about  This is the secret whats

He broke off suddenly as his wife thrust him by main force into a chair, and standing over him with a fiery face dared him to say another word. Then she turned to the boy.

What do you mean by calling me mother? she demanded. Im not your mother.

Yes, you are, said Master Jones.

Mrs. Hunt eyed him in bewilderment, and then, roused to a sense of her position by a renewed gurgling from the skippers chair, set to work to try and thump that misguided man into a more serious frame of mind. Failing in this, she sat down, and, after a futile struggle, began to laugh herself, and that so heartily that Master Jones, smiling sympathetically, closed the door and came boldly into the room.

The statement, generally believed, that Captain Hunt and his wife adopted him, is incorrect, the skipper accounting for his continued presence in the house by the simple explanation that he had adopted them. An explanation which Mr. Samuel Brown, for one, finds quite easy of acceptance.


JERRY BUNDLER

It wanted a few nights to Christmas, a festival for which the small market town of Torchcster was making extensive preparations. The narrow streets which had been thronged with people were now almost deserted; the cheap-jack from London, with the remnant of breath left him after his evenings exertions, was making feeble attempts to blow out his naphtha lamp, and the last shops open were rapidly closing for the night.

In the comfortable coffee-room of the old Boars Head, half a dozen guests, principally commercial travellers, sat talking by the light of the fire. The talk had drifted from trade to politics, from politics to religion, and so by easy stages to the supernatural. Three ghost stories, never known to fail before, had fallen flat; there was too much noise outside, too much light within. The fourth story was told by an old hand with more success; the streets were quiet, and he had turned the gas out. In the flickering light of the fire, as it shone on the glasses and danced with shadows on the walls, the story proved so enthralling that George, the waiter, whose presence had been forgotten, created a very disagreeable sensation by suddenly starting up from a dark corner and gliding silently from the room. Thats what I call a good story, said one of the men, sipping his hot whisky. Of course its an old idea that spirits like to get into the company of human beings. A man told me once that he travelled down the Great Western with a ghost and hadnt the slightest suspicion of it until the inspector came for tickets. My friend said the way that ghost tried to keep up appearances by feeling for it in all its pockets and looking on the floor was quite touching. Ultimately it gave it up and with a faint groan vanished through the ventilator.

Thatll do, Hirst, said another man.

Its not a subject for jesting, said a little old gentleman who had been an attentive listener. Ive never seen an apparition myself, but I know people who have, and I consider that they form a very interesting link between us and the afterlife. Theres a ghost story connected with this house, you know.

Never heard of it, said another speaker, and Ive been here some years now.

It dates back a long time now, said the old gentleman. Youve heard about Jerry Bundler, George?

Well, Ive just eard odds and ends, sir, said the old waiter, but I never put much count to em. There was one chap ere what said e saw it, and the govner sacked im prompt.

My father was a native of this town, said the old gentleman, and knew the story well. He was a truthful man and a steady churchgoer, but Ive heard him declare that once in his life he saw the appearance of Jerry Bundler in this house..

And who was this Bundler? inquired a voice.

A London thief, pickpocket, highwayman  anything he could turn his dishonest hand to, replied the old gentleman; and he was run to earth in this house one Christmas week some eighty years ago. He took his last supper in this very room, and after he had gone up to bed a couple of Bow Street runners, who had followed him from London but lost the scent a bit, went upstairs with the landlord and tried the door. It was stout oak, and fast, so one went into the yard, and by means of a short ladder got onto the window-sill, while the other stayed outside the door. Those below in the yard saw the man crouching on the sill, and then there was a sudden smash of glass, and with a cry he fell in a heap on the stones at their feet. Then in the moonlight they saw the white face of the pickpocket peeping over the sill, and while some stayed in the yard, others ran into the house and helped the other man to break the door in. It was difficult to obtain an entrance even then, for it was barred with heavy furniture, but they got in at last, and the first thing that met their eyes was the body of Jerry dangling from the top of the bed by his own handkerchief.

Which bedroom was it? asked two or three voices together.

The narrator shook his head. That I cant tell you; but the story goes that Jerry still haunts this house, and my father used to declare positively that the last time he slept here the ghost of Jerry Bundler lowered itself from the top of his bed and tried to strangle him.

Thatll do, said an uneasy voice. I wish youd thought to ask your father which bedroom it was.

What for? inquired the old gentleman.

Well, I should take care not to sleep in it, thats all, said the voice, shortly.

Theres nothing to fear, said the other. I dont believe for a moment that ghosts could really-hurt one. In fact my father used to confess that it was only the unpleasantness of the thing that upset him, and that for all practical purposes Jerrys fingers might have been made of cottonwool for all the harm they could do.

Thats all very fine, said the last speaker again; a ghost story is a ghost story, sir; but when a gentleman tells a tale of a ghost in the house in which one is going to sleep, I call it most ungentlemanly!

Pooh! nonsense! said the old gentleman, rising; ghosts cant hurt you. For my own part, I should rather like to see one. Good night, gentlemen.

Good night, said the others. And I only hope Jerryll pay you a visit, added the nervous man as the door closed.

Bring some more whisky, George, said a stout commercial; I want keeping up when the talk turns this way.

Shall I light the gas, Mr. Malcolm? said George.

No; the fires very comfortable, said the traveller. Now, gentlemen, any of you know any more?

I think weve had enough, said another man; we shall be thinking we see spirits next, and were not all like the old gentleman whos just gone.

Old humbug! said Hirst. I should like to put him to the test. Suppose I dress up as Jerry Bundler and go and give him a chance of displaying his courage?

Bravo! said Malcolm, huskily, drowning one or two faint Noes. Just for the joke, gentlemen.

No, no! Drop it, Hirst, said another man.

Only for the joke, said Hirst, somewhat eagerly. Ive got some things upstairs in which I am going to play in the Rivals  knee-breeches, buckles, and all that sort of thing. Its a rare chance. If youll wait a bit Ill give you a full-dress rehearsal, entitled, Jerry Bundler; or, The Nocturnal Strangler.

You wont frighten us, said the commercial, with a husky laugh.

I dont know that, said Hirst, sharply; its a question of acting, thats all. Im pretty good, aint I, Somers?

Oh, youre all right  for an amateur, said his friend, with a laugh.

Ill bet you a level sov. you dont frighten me, said the stout traveller.

Done! said Hirst. Ill take the bet to frighten you first and the old gentleman afterwards. These gentlemen shall be the judges.

You wont frighten us, sir, said another man, because were prepared for you; but youd better leave the old man alone. Its dangerous play.

Well, Ill try you first, said Hirst, springing up. No gas, mind.

He ran lightly upstairs to his room, leaving the others, most of whom had been drinking somewhat freely, to wrangle about his proceedings. It ended in two of them going to bed.

Hes crazy on acting, said Somers, lighting his pipe. Thinks hes the equal of anybody almost. It doesnt matter with us, but I wont let him go to the old man. And he wont mind so long as he gets an opportunity of acting to us.

Well, I hope hell hurry up, said Malcolm, yawning; its after twelve now.

Nearly half an hour passed. Malcolm drew his watch from his pocket and was busy winding it, when George, the waiter, who had been sent on an errand to the bar, burst suddenly into the room and rushed towards them.

Es comin, gentlemen, he said breathlessly.

Why, youre frightened, George, said the stout commercial, with a chuckle.

It was the suddenness of it, said George, sheepishly; and besides, I didnt look for seein im in the bar. Theres only a glimmer of light there, and e was sitting on the floor behind the bar. I nearly trod on im.

Oh, youll never make a man, George, said Malcolm.

Well, it took me unawares, said the waiter. Not that Id have gone to the bar by myself if Id known e was there, and I dont believe you would either, sir.

Nonsense! said Malcolm. Ill go and fetch him in.

You dont know what its like, sir, said George, catching him by the sleeve. It aint fit to look at by yourself, it aint, indeed. Its got the  Whats that?

They all started at the sound of a smothered cry from the staircase and the sound of somebody running hurriedly along the passage. Before anybody could speak, the door flew open and a figure bursting into the room flung itself gasping and shivering upon them.

What is it? Whats the matter? demanded Malcolm. Why, its Mr. Hirst. He shook him roughly and then held some spirit to his lips. Hirst drank it greedily and with a sharp intake of his breath gripped him by the arm.

Light the gas, George, said Malcolm.

The waiter obeyed hastily. Hirst, a ludicrous but pitiable figure in knee-breeches and coat, a large wig all awry and his face a mess of grease paint, clung to him, trembling.

Now, whats the matter? asked Malcolm.

Ive seen it, said Hirst, with a hysterical sob. O Lord, Ill never play the fool again, never!

Seen what? said the others.

Him  it  the ghost  anything! said Hirst, wildly.

Rot! said Malcolm, uneasily.

I was coming down the stairs, said Hirst. Just capering down  as I thought  it ought to do. I felt a tap

He broke off suddenly and peered nervously through the open door into the passage.

I thought I saw it again, he whispered.

Look  at the foot of the stairs. Can you see anything?

No, theres nothing there, said Malcolm, whose own voice shook a little. Go on. You felt a tap on your shoulder

I turned round and saw it  a little wicked head and a white dead face. Pah!

Thats what I saw in the bar, said George. Orrid it was  devilish!

Hirst shuddered, and, still retaining his nervous grip of Malcolms sleeve, dropped into a chair.

Well, its a most unaccountable thing, said the dumbfounded Malcolm, turning round to the others. Its the last time I come to this house.

I leave to-morrow, said George. I wouldnt go down to that bar again by myself, no, not for fifty pounds!

Its talking about the thing thats caused it, I expect, said one of the men; weve all been talking about this and having it in our minds. Practically weve been forming a spiritualistic circle without knowing it.

Hang the old gentleman! said Malcolm, heartily. Upon my soul, Im half afraid to go to bed. Its odd they should both think they saw something.

I saw it as plain as I see you, sir, said George, solemnly. Praps if you keep your eyes turned up the passage youll see it for yourself.

They followed the direction of his finger, but saw nothing, although one of them fancied that a head peeped round the corner of the wall.

Wholl come down to the bar? said Malcolm, looking round.

You can go, if you like, said one of the others, with a faint laugh; well wait here for you.

The stout traveller walked towards the door and took a few steps up the passage. Then he stopped. All was quite silent, and he walked slowly to the end and looked down fearfully towards the glass partition which shut off the bar. Three times he made as though to go to it; then he turned back, and, glancing over his shoulder, came hurriedly back to the room.

Did you see it, sir? whispered George.

Dont know, said Malcolm, shortly. I fancied I saw something, but it might have been fancy. Im in the mood to see anything just now. How are you feeling now, sir?

Oh, I feel a bit better now, said Hirst, somewhat brusquely, as all eyes were turned upon him.

I dare say you think Im easily scared, but you didnt see it.

Not at all, said Malcolm, smiling faintly despite himself.

Im going to bed, said Hirst, noticing the smile and resenting it. Will you share my room with me, Somers?

I will with pleasure, said his friend, provided you dont mind sleeping with the gas on full all night.

He rose from his seat, and bidding the company a friendly good-night, left the room with his crestfallen friend. The others saw them to the foot of the stairs, and having heard their door close, returned to the coffee-room.

Well, I suppose the bets off? said the stout commercial, poking the fire and then standing with his legs apart on the hearthrug; though, as far as I can see, I won it. I never saw a man so scared in all my life. Sort of poetic justice about it, isnt there?

Never mind about poetry or justice, said one of his listeners; whos going to sleep with me?

I will, said Malcolm, affably.

And I suppose we share a room together, Mr. Leek? said the third man, turning to the fourth.

No, thank you, said the other, briskly; I dont believe in ghosts. If anything comes into my room I shall shoot it.

That wont hurt a spirit, Leek, said Malcolm, decisively.

Well the noisell be like company to me, said Leek, and itll wake the house too. But if youre nervous, sir, he added, with a grin, to the man who had suggested sharing his room, Georgell be only too pleased to sleep on the door-mat inside your room, I know.

That I will, sir, said George, fervently; and if you gentlemen would only come down with me to the bar to put the gas out, I could never be sufficiently grateful.

They went out in a body, with the exception of Leek, peering carefully before them as they went George turned the light out in the bar and they returned unmolested to the coffee-room, and, avoiding the sardonic smile of Leek, prepared to separate for the night.

Give me the candle while you put the gas out, George, said the traveller.

The waiter handed it to him and extinguished the gas, and at the same moment all distinctly heard a step in the passage outside. It stopped at the door, and as they watched with bated breath, the door creaked and slowly opened. Malcolm fell back open-mouthed, as a white, leering face, with sunken eyeballs and close-cropped bullet head, appeared at the opening.

For a few seconds the creature stood regarding them, blinking in a strange fashion at the candle. Then, with a sidling movement, it came a little way into the room and stood there as if bewildered.

Not a man spoke or moved, but all watched with a horrible fascination as the creature removed its dirty neckcloth and its head rolled on its shoulder. For a minute it paused, and then, holding the rag before it, moved towards Malcolm.

The candle went out suddenly with a flash and a bang. There was a smell of powder, and something writhing in the darkness on the floor. A faint, choking cough, and then silence. Malcolm was the first to speak. Matches, he said, in a strange voice. George struck one. Then he leapt at the gas and a burner flamed from the match. Malcolm touched the thing on the floor with his foot and found it soft. He looked at his companions. They mouthed inquiries at him, but he shook his head. He lit the candle, and, kneeling down, examined the silent thing on the floor. Then he rose swiftly, and dipping his handkerchief in the water-jug, bent down again and grimly wiped the white face. Then he sprang back with a cry of incredulous horror, pointing at it. Leeks pistol fell to the floor and he shut out the sight with his hands, but the others, crowding forward, gazed spell-bound at the dead face of Hirst.

Before a word was spoken the door opened and Somers hastily entered the room. His eyes fell on the floor. Good God! he cried. You didnt

Nobody spoke.

I told him not to, he said, in a suffocating voice. I told him not to. I told him

He leaned against the wall, deathly sick, put his arms out feebly, and fell fainting into the travellers arms.


FALSE COLOURS

Of course, there is a deal of bullying done at sea at times, said the night-watchman, thoughtfully. The men call it bullying an the officers call it discipline, but its the same thing under another name. Still, its fair in a way. It gets passed on from one to another. Everybody aboard amost has got somebody to bully, except, perhaps, the boy; he as the worst of it, unless he can manage to get the ships cat by itself occasionally.

I dont think sailor-men mind being bullied. I never eard of its putting one off is feed yet, and thats the main thing, arter alls said and done.

Fust officers are often worse than skippers. In the fust place, they know they aint skippers, an that alone is enough to put em in a bad temper, especially if theyve ad their certifikit a good many years and cant get a vacancy.

I remember, a good many years ago now, I was lying at Calcutta one time in the Peewit, as fine a barque as youd wish to see, an we ad a fust mate there as was a disgrace to is sects. A nasty, bullying, violent man, who used to call the hands names as they didnt know the meanings of and what was no use looking in the dictionary for.

There was one chap aboard, Bill Cousins, as he used to make a partikler mark of. Bill ad the misfortin to ave red air, and the way the mate used to throw that in is face was disgraceful. Fortunately for us all, the skipper was a very decent sort of man, so that the mate was only at is worst when he wasnt by.

We was sitting in the focsle at tea one arter-noon, when Bill Cousins came down, an we see at once ed ad a turn with the mate. He sat all by hisself for some time simmering, an then he broke out. One o these days Ill swing for im; mark my words.

Dont be a fool, Bill, ses Joe Smith.

If I could ony mark im, ses Bill, catching his breath. Just mark im fair an square. If I could ony ave im alone for ten minutes, with nobody standing by to see fair play. But, o course, if I it im its mutiny.

You couldnt do it if it wasnt, Bill, ses Joe Smith again.

He walks about the town as though the place belongs to im, said Ted Hill. Most of us is satisfied to shove the niggers out o the way, but he ups fist and its em if they comes within a yard of im.

Why dont they it im back? ses Bill. I would if I was them.

Joe Smith grunted. Well, why dont you? he asked.

Cos I aint a nigger, ses Bill.

Well, but you might be, ses Joe, very softly. Black your face an ands an legs, and dress up in them cotton things, and go ashore and get in is way.

If you will, I will, Bill, ses a chap called Bob Pullin.

Well, they talked it over and over, and at last Joe, who seemed to take a great interest in it, went ashore and got the duds for em. They was a tight fit for Bill, Hindoos not being as wide as they might be, but Joe said if e didnt bend about hed be all right, and Pullin, who was a smaller man, said his was fust class.

After they were dressed, the next question was wot to use to colour them with; coal was too scratchy, an ink Bill didnt like. Then Ted Hill burnt a cork and started on Bills nose with it afore it was cool, an Bill didnt like that.

Look ere, ses the carpenter, nothin seems to please you, Bill  its my opinion youre backing out of it.

Youre a liar, ses Bill.

Well, Ive got some stuff in a can as might be boiled-down Hindoo for all you could tell to the difference, ses the carpenter; and if youll keep that ugly mouth of yours shut, Ill paint you myself.

Well, Bill was a bit flattered, the carpenter being a very superior sort of a man, and quite an artist in is way, an Bill sat down an let im do im with some stuff out of a can that made im look like a Hindoo what ad been polished. Then Bob Pullin was done too, an when theyd got their turbins on, the change in their appearance was wonderful.

Feels a bit stiff, ses Bill, working is mouth.

Thatll wear off, ses the carpenter; it wouldnt be you if you didnt ave a grumble, Bill.

And mind and dont spare im, Bill, ses Joe. Theres two of you, an if you only do wots expected of you, the mate ought to ave a easy time abed this vyge.

Let the mate start fust, ses Ted Hill. Hes sure to start on you if you only get in is way. Lord, Id like to see his face when you start on im.

Well, the two of em went ashore arter dark with the best wishes o all on board, an the rest of us sat down in the focsle spekerlating as to what sort o time the mate was goin to ave. He went ashore all right, because Ted Hill see im go, an he noticed with partikler pleasure as ow he was dressed very careful.

It must ha been near eleven oclock. I was sitting with Smith on the port side o the galley, when we heard a ubbub approaching the ship. It was the mate just coming aboard. He was without is at; is necktie was twisted round is ear, and is shirt and is collar was all torn to shreds. The second and third officers ran up to him to see what was the matter, and while he was telling them, up comes the skipper.

You dont mean to tell me, Mr. Fingall, ses the skipper, in surprise, that youve been knocked about like that by them mild and meek Hindoos?

Hindoos, sir? roared the mate. Certainly not, sir. Ive been assaulted like this by five German sailor-men. And I licked em all.

Im glad to hear that, ses the skipper; and the second and third pats the mate on the back, just like you pat a dog you dont know.

Big fellows they was, ses he, an they give me some trouble. Look at my eye!

The second officer struck a match and looked at it, and it certny was a beauty.

I hope you reported this at the police station? ses the skipper.

No, sir, ses the mate, holding up is ead. I dont want no plice to protect me. Fives a large number, but I drove em off, and I dont think theyll meddle with any British fust officers again.

Youd better turn in, ses the second, leading him off by the arm.

The mate limped off with him, and as soon as the coast was clear we put our eads together and tried to make out how it was that Bill Cousins and Bob ad changed themselves into five German sailor-men.

Its the mates pride, ses the carpenter. He didnt like being knocked about by Hindoos.

We thought it was that, but we had to wait nearly another hour afore the two came aboard, to make sure. There was a difference in the way they came aboard, too, from that of the mate. They didnt make no noise, and the fust thing we knew of their coming aboard was seeing a bare, black foot waving feebly at the top of the focsle ladder feelin for the step.

That was Bob. He came down without a word, and then we see e was holding another black foot and guiding it to where it should go. That was Bill, an of all the orrid, limp-looking blacks that you ever see, Bill was the worst when he got below. He just sat on a locker all of a heap and held is ead, which was swollen up, in is hands. Bob went and sat beside im, and there they sat, for all the world like two wax figgers instead o human beings.

Well, you done it, Bill, ses Joe, after waiting a long time for them to speak. Tell us all about it.

Nothin to tell, ses Bill, very surly. We knocked im about.

And he knocked us about, ses Bob, with a groan. Im sore all over, and as for my feet

Wots the matter with them? ses Joe.

Trod on, ses Bob, very short. If my bare feet was trod on once they was a dozen times. Ive never ad such a doing in all my life. He fought like a devil. I thought hed ha murdered Bill.

I wish e ad, ses Bill, with a groan; my face is bruised and cut about cruel. I cant bear to touch it.

Do you mean to say the two of you couldnt settle im? ses Joe, staring.

I mean to say we got a hiding, ses Bill. We got close to him fust start off and got our feet trod on. Arter that it was like fighting a windmill, with sledge-hammers for sails.

He gave a groan and turned over in his bunk, and when we asked him some more about it, he swore at us. They both seemed quite done up, and at last they dropped off to sleep just as they was, without even stopping to wash the black off or to undress themselves.

I was awoke rather early in the morning by the sounds of somebody talking to themselves, and a little splashing of water. It seemed to go on a long while, and at last I leaned out of my bunk and see Bill bending over a bucket and washing himself and using bad langwidge.

Wots the matter, Bill? ses Joe, yawning and sitting up in bed.

My skins that tender, I can hardly touch it, ses Bill, bending down and rinsing is face. Is it all orf?

Orf? ses Joe; no, o course it aint. Why dont you use some soap?

Soap, answers Bill, mad-like; why, Ive used more soap than Ive used for six months in the ordinary way.

Thats no good, ses Joe; give yourself a good wash.

Bill put down the soap then very careful, and went over to im and told him all the dreadful things hed do to him when he got strong agin, and then Bob Pullin got out of his bunk an ad a try on his face. Him an Bill kept washing and then taking each other to the light and trying to believe it was coming off until they got sick of it, and then Bill, e up with his foot and capsized the bucket, and walked up and down the focsle raving.

Well, the carpenter put it on, ses a voice, make im take it orf.

You wouldnt believe the job we ad to wake that man up. He wasnt fairly woke till he was hauled out of is bunk an set down opposite them two pore black fellers an told to make em white again.

I dont believe as theres anything will touch it, he says, at last. I forgot all about that.

Do you mean to say, bawls Bill, that weve got to be black all the rest of our life?

Certnly not, ses the carpenter, indignantly, itll wear off in time; shaving every morning ll elp it, I should say.

Ill get my razor now, ses Bill, in a awful voice; dont let im go, Bob. Ill ack is head orf.

He actually went off an got his razor, but, o course, we jumped out o our bunks and got between em and told him plainly that it was not to be, and then we set em down and tried everything we could think of, from butter and linseed oil to cold tea-leaves used as a poultice, and all it did was to make em shinier an shinier.

Its no good, I tell you, ses the carpenter, its the most lasting black I know. If I told you how much that stuff is a can, you wouldnt believe me.

Well, youre in it, ses Bill, his voice all of a tremble; you done it so as we could knock the mate about. Whatevers done to usll be done to you too.

I dont think turpsll touch it, ses the carpenter, getting up, but well ave a try.

He went and fetched the can and poured some out on a bit o rag and told Bill to dab his face with it. Bill give a dab, and the next moment he rushed over with a scream and buried his head in a shirt what Simmons was wearing at the time and began to wipe his face with it. Then he left the flustered Simmons an shoved another chap away from the bucket and buried his face in it and kicked and carried on like a madman. Then e jumped into his bunk again and buried is face in the clothes and rocked hisself and moaned as if he was dying.

Dont you use it, Bob, he ses, at last

Taint likely, ses Bob. Its a good thing you tried it fust, Bill.

Ave they tried holy-stone? ses a voice from a bunk.

No, they aint, ses Bob, snappishly, and, whats more, they aint goin to.

Both o their tempers was so bad that we let the subject drop while we was at breakfast. The orkard persition of affairs could no longer be disregarded. Fust one chap threw out a int and then another, gradually getting a little stronger and stronger, until Bill turned round in a uncomfortable way and requested of us to leave off talking with our mouths full and speak up like Englishmen wot we meant.

You see, its this way, Bill, ses Joe, soft-like. As soon as the mate sees you therell be trouble for all of us.

For all of us, repeats Bill, nodding.

Whereas, ses Joe, looking round for support, if we gets up a little collection for you and you should find it convenient to desart.

Ear, ear, ses a lot o voices. Bravo, Joe.

Oh, desart is it? ses Bill; an where are we goin to desart to?

Well, that we leave to you, ses Joe; theres many a ship short-anded as would be glad to pick up sich a couple of prime sailor-men as you an Bob.

Ah, an wot about our black faces? ses Bill, still in the same sneering, ungrateful sort o voice.

That can be got over, ses Joe.

Ow? ses Bill and Bob together.

Ship as nigger cooks, ses Joe, slapping his knee and looking round triumphant.

Its no good trying to do some people a kindness. Joe was perfectly sincere, and nobody could say but wot it wasnt a good idea, but o course Mr. Bill Cousins must consider hisself insulted, and I can only suppose that the trouble hed gone through ad affected his brain. Likewise Bob Pullins. Anyway, thats the only excuse I can make for em. To cut a long story short, nobody ad any more breakfast, and no time to do anything until them two men was scrouged up in a corner an eld there unable to move.

Id never ave done em, ses the carpenter, arter it was all over, if Id know they was goin to carry on like this. They wanted to be done.

The matell half murder em, ses Ted Hill.

Hell ave em sent to gaol, thats wot hell do, ses Smith. Its a serious matter to go ashore and commit assault and battery on the mate.

Youre all in it, ses the voice o Bill from the floor. Im going to make a clean breast of it. Joe Smith put us up to it, the carpenter blacked us, and the others encouraged us.

Joe got the clothes for us, ses Bob. I know the place he got em from, too.

The ingratitude o these two men was sich that at first we decided to have no more to do with them, but better feelings prevailed, and we held a sort o meeting to consider what was best to be done. An everything that was suggested one o them two voices from the floor found fault with and wouldnt ave, and at last we ad to go up on deck with nothing decided upon, except to swear ard and fast as we knew nothing about it.

The only advice we can give you, ses Joe, looking back at em, is to stay down ere as long as you can.

Amost the fust person we see on deck was the mate, an a pretty sight he was. Hed got a bandage round is left eye, and a black ring round the other. His nose was swelled and his lip cut, but the other officers were making sich a fuss over im, that I think he rather gloried in it than otherwise.

Wheres them other two ands? he ses, by and by, glaring out of is black eye.

Down below, sir, I blieve, ses the carpenter, all of a tremble.

Go an send em up, ses the mate to Smith.

Yessir, ses Joe, without moving.

Well, go on then, roars the mate.

They aint over and above well, sir, this morning, ses Joe.

Send em up, confound you, ses the mate, limping towards im.

Well, Joe give is shoulders a elpless sort o shrug and walked forward and bawled down the focsle.

Theyre coming, sir, he ses, walking bade to the mate just as the skipper came out of is cabin.

We all went on with our work as ard as we knew ow. The skipper was talking to the mate about is injuries, and saying unkind things about Germans, when he give a sort of a shout and staggered back staring. We just looked round, and there was them two blackamoors coming slowly towards us.

Good heavens, Mr. Fingall, ses the old man. Whats this?

I never see sich a look on any mans face as I saw on the mates then. Three times e opened is mouth to speak, and shut it agin without saying anything. The veins on is forehead swelled up tremendous and is cheeks was all blown out purple.

Thats Bill Cousinss hair, ses the skipper to himself. Its Bill Cousinss hair. Its Bill Cous

Bob walked up to him, with Bill lagging a little way behind, and then he stops just in front of im and fetches up a sort o little smile.

Dont you make those faces at me, sir? roars the skipper. What do you mean by it? What have you been doing to yourselves?

Nothin, sir, ses Bill, umbly; it was done to us.

The carpenter, who was just going to cooper up a cask which ad started a bit, shook like a leaf, and gave Bill a look that would ha melted a stone.

Who did it? ses the skipper.

Weve been the wictims of a cruel outrage, sir, ses Bill, doing all e could to avoid the mates eye, which wouldnt be avoided.

So I should think, ses the skipper. Youve been knocked about, too.

Yessir, ses Bill, very respectful; me and Bob was ashore last night, sir, just for a quiet look round, when we was set on to by five furriners.

What? ses the skipper; and I wont repeat what the mate said.

We fought em as long as we could, sir, ses Bill, then we was both knocked senseless, and when we came to ourselves we was messed up like this ere.

What sort o men were they? asked the skipper, getting excited.

Sailor-men, sir, ses Bob, putting in his spoke. Dutchies or Germans, or something o that sort.

Was there one tall man, with a fair beard, ses the skipper, getting more and more excited.

Yessir, ses Bill, in a surprised sort o voice.

Same gang, ses the skipper. Same gang as knocked Mr. Fingall about, you may depend upon it. Mr. Fingall, its a mercy for you you didnt get your face blacked too.

I thought the mate would ha burst. I cant understand how any man could swell as he swelled without bursting.

I dont believe a word of it, he ses, at last.

Why not? ses the skipper, sharply.

Well, I dont, ses the mate, his voice trembling with passion. I ave my reasons.

I spose you dont think these two poor fellows went and blacked themselves for fun, do you? ses the skipper.

The mate couldnt answer.

And then went and knocked themselves about for more fun? ses the skipper, very sarcastic.

The mate didnt answer. He looked round helpless like, and see the third officer swopping glances with the second, and all the men looking sly and amused, and I think if ever a man saw e was done e did at that moment.

He turned away and went below, and the skipper arter reading us all a little lecture on getting into fights without reason, sent the two chaps below agin and told em to turn in and rest. He was so good to em all the way ome, and took sich a interest in seeing em change from black to brown and from light brown to spotted lemon, that the mate darent do nothing to them, but gave us their share of what he owed them, as well as an extra dose of our own.
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This story collection was published in 1902 and offers a mixed collection of short tales, but is notable for containing Jacobs most famous story  The Monkeys Paw concerning a good-luck charm, which grants its owner three wishes; but at a terrible price…

The story has been adapted for stage, screen, radio and even opera and is one of the most celebrated supernatural stories of all time. The collection also includes a number of other macabre tales, including Captain Rogers, In the Library and The Well.
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THE LADY OF THE BARGE

The master of the barge Arabella sat in the stern of his craft with his right arm leaning on the tiller. A desultory conversation with the mate of a schooner, who was hanging over the side of his craft a few yards off, had come to a conclusion owing to a difference of opinion on the subject of religion. The skipper had argued so warmly that he almost fancied he must have inherited the tenets of the Seventh-day Baptists from his mother while the mate had surprised himself by the warmth of his advocacy of a form of Wesleyanism which would have made the members of that sect open their eyes with horror. He had, moreover, confirmed the skipper in the error of his ways by calling him a bargee, the ranks of the Baptists receiving a defender if not a recruit from that hour.

With the influence of the religious argument still upon him, the skipper, as the long summers day gave place to night, fell to wondering where his own mate, who was also his brother-in-law, had got to. Lights which had been struggling with the twilight now burnt bright and strong, and the skipper, moving from the shadow to where a band of light fell across the deck, took out a worn silver watch and saw that it was ten oclock.

Almost at the same moment a dark figure appeared on the jetty above and began to descend the ladder, and a strongly built young man of twenty-two sprang nimbly to the deck.

Ten oclock, Ted, said the skipper, slowly. It ll be eleven in an hours time, said the mate, calmly.

That ll do, said the skipper, in a somewhat loud voice, as he noticed that his late adversary still occupied his favourite strained position, and a fortuitous expression of his mothers occurred to him: Dont talk to me; Ive been arguing with a son of Belial for the last half-hour.

Bargee, said the son of Belial, in a dispassionate voice.

Dont take no notice of him, Ted, said the skipper, pityingly.

He wasnt talking to me, said Ted. But never mind about him; I want to speak to you in private.

Fire away, my lad, said the other, in a patronizing voice.

Speak up, said the voice from the schooner, encouragingly. Im listening.

There was no reply from the bargee. The master led the way to the cabin, and lighting a lamp, which appealed to more senses than one, took a seat on a locker, and again requested the other to fire away.

Well, you see, its this way, began the mate, with a preliminary wriggle: theres a certain young woman

A certain young what? shouted the master of the Arabella.

Woman, repeated the mate, snappishly; youve heard of a woman afore, havent you? Well, theres a certain young woman Im walking out with I

Walking out? gasped the skipper. Why, I never eard o such a thing.

You would ha done if youd been better looking, praps, retorted the other. Well, Ive offered this young woman to come for a trip with us.

Oh, you have, ave you! said the skipper, sharply. And what do you think Louisa will say to it?

Thats your look out, said Louisas brother, cheerfully. Ill make her up a bed forard, and well all be as happy as you please.

He started suddenly. The mate of the schooner was indulging in a series of whistles of the most amatory description.

There she is, he said. I told her to wait outside.

He ran upon deck, and his perturbed brother-in-law, following at his leisure, was just in time to see him descending the ladder with a young woman and a small handbag.

This is my brother-in-law, Capn Gibbs, said Ted, introducing the new arrival; smartest man at a barge on the river.

The girl extended a neatly gloved hand, shook the skippers affably, and looked wonderingly about her.

Its very close to the water, Ted, she said, dubiously.

The skipper coughed. We dont take passengers as a rule, he said, awkwardly; we aint got much convenience for them.

Never mind, said the girl, kindly; I shant expect too much.

She turned away, and following the mate down to the cabin, went into ecstasies over the space-saving contrivances she found there. The drawers fitted in the skippers bunk were a source of particular interest, and the owner watched with strong disapprobation through the skylight her efforts to make him an apple-pie bed with the limited means at her disposal. He went down below at once as a wet blanket.

I was just shaking your bed up a bit, said Miss Harris, reddening.

I see you was, said the skipper, briefly.

He tried to pluck up courage to tell her that he couldnt take her, but only succeeded in giving vent to an inhospitable cough.

Ill get the supper, said the mate, suddenly; you sit down, old man, and talk to Lucy.

In honour of the visitor he spread a small cloth, and then proceeded to produce cold beef, pickles, and accessories in a manner which reminded Miss Harris of white rabbits from a conjurers hat. Captain Gibbs, accepting the inevitable, ate his supper in silence and left them to their glances.

We must make you up a bed, forard, Lucy, said the mate, when they had finished.

Miss Harris started. Wheres that? she inquired.

Other end o the boat, replied the mate, gathering up some bedding under his arm. You might bring a lantern, John.

The skipper, who was feeling more sociable after a couple of glasses of beer, complied, and accompanied the couple to the tiny forecastle. A smell compounded of bilge, tar, paint, and other healthy disinfectants emerged as the scuttle was pushed back. The skipper dangled the lantern down and almost smiled.

I cant sleep there, said the girl, with decision. I shall die o fright.

Youll get used to it, said Ted, encouragingly, as he helped her down; its quite dry and comfortable.

He put his arm round her waist and squeezed her hand, and aided by this moral support, Miss Harris not only consented to remain, but found various advantages in the forecastle over the cabin, which had escaped the notice of previous voyagers.

Ill leave you the lantern, said the mate, making it fast, and we shall be on deck most o the night. We get under way at two.

He quitted the forecastle, followed by the skipper, after a polite but futile attempt to give him precedence, and made his way to the cabin for two or three hours sleep.

Therell be a row at the other end, Ted, said the skipper, nervously, as he got into his bunk. Louisas sure to blame me for letting you keep company with a gal like this. We was talking about you only the other day, and she said if you was married five years from now, it ud be quite soon enough.

Let Loo mind her own business, said the mate, sharply; shes not going to nag me. Shes not my wife, thank goodness!

He turned over and fell fast asleep, waking up fresh and bright three hours later, to commence what he fondly thought would be the pleasantest voyage of his life.

The Arabella dropped slowly down with the tide, the wind being so light that she was becalmed by every tall warehouse on the way. Off Greenwich, however, the breeze freshened somewhat, and a little later Miss Harris, looking somewhat pale as to complexion and untidy as to hair, came slowly on deck.

Wheres the looking-glass? she asked, as Ted hastened to greet her. How does my hair look?

All wavy, said the infatuated young man; all little curls and squiggles. Come down in the cabin; theres a glass there.

Miss Harris, with a light nod to the skipper as he sat at the tiller, followed the mate below, and giving vent to a little cry of indignation as she saw herself in the glass, waved the amorous Ted on deck, and started work on her disarranged hair.

At breakfast-time a little friction was caused by what the mate bitterly termed the narrow-minded, old-fashioned ways of the skipper. He had arranged that the skipper should steer while he and Miss Harris breakfasted, but the coffee was no sooner on the table than the skipper called him, and relinquishing the helm in his favour, went below to do the honours. The mate protested.

Its not proper, said the skipper. Me and er will ave our meals together, and then you must have yours. Shes under my care.

Miss Harris assented blithely, and talk and laughter greeted the ears of the indignant mate as he steered. He went down at last to cold coffee and lukewarm herrings, returning to the deck after a hurried meal to find the skipper narrating some of his choicest experiences to an audience which hung on his lightest word.

The disregard they showed for his feelings was maddening, and for the first time in his life he became a prey to jealousy in its worst form. It was quite clear to him that the girl had become desperately enamoured of the skipper, and he racked his brain in a wild effort to discover the reason.

With an idea of reminding his brother-in-law of his position, he alluded two or three times in a casual fashion to his wife. The skipper hardly listened to him, and patting Miss Harriss cheek in a fatherly manner, regaled her with an anecdote of the mates boyhood which the latter had spent a goodly portion of his life in denying. He denied it again, hotly, and Miss Harris, conquering for a time her laughter, reprimanded him severely for contradicting.

By the time dinner was ready he was in a state of sullen apathy, and when the meal was over and the couple came on deck again, so far forgot himself as to compliment Miss Harris upon her appetite.

Im ashamed of you, Ted, said the skipper, with severity.

Im glad you know what shame is, retorted the mate.

If you cant beave yourself, youd better keep a bit forard till you get in a better temper, continued the skipper.

Ill be pleased to, said the smarting mate. I wish the barge was longer.

It couldnt be too long for me, said Miss Harris, tossing her head.

Beaving like a schoolboy, murmured the skipper.

I know how to behave my-self, said the mate, as he disappeared below. His head suddenly appeared again over the companion. If some people dont, he added, and disappeared again.

He was pleased to notice as he ate his dinner that the giddy prattle above had ceased, and with his back turned toward the couple when he appeared on deck again, he lounged slowly forward until the skipper called him back again.

Wot was them words you said just now, Ted? he inquired.

The mate repeated them with gusto.

Very good, said the skipper, sharply; very good.

Dont you ever speak to me again, said Miss Harris, with a stately air, because I wont answer you if you do.

The mate displayed more of his schoolboy nature. Wait till youre spoken to, he said, rudely. This is your gratefulness, I suppose?

Gratefulness? said Miss Harris, with her chin in the air. What for?

For bringing you for a trip, replied the mate, sternly.

You bringing me for a trip! said Miss Harris, scornfully. Captain Gibbs is the master here, I suppose. He is giving me the trip. Youre only the mate.

Just so, said the mate, with a grin at his brother-in-law, which made that worthy shift uneasily. I wonder what Loo will say when she sees you with a lady aboard?

She came to please you, said Captain Gibbs, with haste.

Ho! she did, did she? jeered the mate. Prove it; only dont look to me to back you, thats all.

The other eyed him in consternation, and his manner changed.

Dont play the fool, Ted, he said, not unkindly; you know what Loo is.

Well, Im reckoning on that, said the mate, deliberately. Im going forard; dont let me interrupt you two. So long.

He went slowly forward, and lighting his pipe, sprawled carelessly on the deck, and renounced the entire sex forthwith. At teatime the skipper attempted to reverse the procedure at the other meals; but as Miss Harris steadfastly declined to sit at the same table as the mate, his good intentions came to naught.

He made an appeal to what he termed the mates better nature, after Miss Harris had retired to the seclusion of her bed-chamber, but in vain.

Shes nothing to do with me, declared the mate, majestically. I wash my hands of her. Shes a flirt. Im like Louisa, I cant bear flirts.

The skipper said no more, but his face was so worn that Miss Harris, when she came on deck in the early morning and found the barge gliding gently between the grassy banks of a river, attributed it to the difficulty of navigating so large a craft on so small and winding a stream.

We shall be alongside in arf an hour, said the skipper, eyeing her.

Miss Harris expressed her gratification.

Praps you wouldnt mind going down the focsle and staying there till weve made fast, said the other. Id take it as a favour. My owners dont like me to carry passengers.

Miss Harris, who understood perfectly, said, Certainly, and with a cold stare at the mate, who was at no pains to conceal his amusement, went below at once, thoughtfully closing the scuttle after her.

Theres no call to make mischief, Ted, said the skipper, somewhat anxiously, as they swept round the last bend and came into view of Coalsham.

The mate said nothing, but stood by to take in sail as they ran swiftly toward the little quay. The pace slackened, and the Arabella, as though conscious of the contraband in her forecastle, crept slowly to where a stout, middle-aged woman, who bore a strong likeness to the mate, stood upon the quay.

Theres poor Loo, said the mate, with a sigh.

The skipper made no reply to this infernal insinuation. The barge ran alongside the quay and made fast.

I thought youd be up, said Mrs. Gibbs to her husband. Now come along to breakfast; Ted ll follow on.

Captain Gibbs, dived down below for his coat, and slipping ashore, thankfully prepared to move off with his wife.

Come on as soon as you can, Ted, said the latter. Why, what on earth is he making that face for?

She turned in amazement as her brother, making a pretence of catching her husbands eye, screwed his face up into a note of interrogation and gave a slight jerk with his thumb.

Come along, said Captain Gibbs, taking her arm with much affection.

But whats Ted looking like that for? demanded his wife, as she easily intercepted another choice facial expression of the mates.

Oh, its his fun, replied her husband, walking on.

Fun? repeated Mrs. Gibbs, sharply. Whats the matter, Ted.

Nothing, replied the mate.

Touch o toothache, said the skipper. Come along, Loo; I can just do with one o your breakfasts.

Mrs. Gibbs suffered herself to be led on, and had got at least five yards on the way home, when she turned and looked back. The mate had still got the toothache, and was at that moment in all the agonies of a phenomenal twinge.

Theres something wrong here, said Mrs. Gibbs as she retraced her steps. Ted, what are you making that face for?

Its my own face, said the mate, evasively.

Mrs. Gibbs conceded the point, and added bitterly that it couldnt be helped. All the same she wanted to know what he meant by it.

Ask John, said the vindictive mate.

Mrs. Gibbs asked. Her husband said he didnt know, and added that Ted had been like it before, but he had not told her for fear of frightening her. Then he tried to induce her to go with him to the chemists to get something for it.

Mrs. Gibbs shook her head firmly, and boarding the barge, took a seat on the hatch and proceeded to catechise her brother as to his symptoms. He denied that there was anything the matter with him, while his eyes openly sought those of Captain Gibbs as though asking for instruction.

You come home, Ted, she said at length.

I cant, said the mate. I cant leave the ship.

Why not? demanded his sister.

Ask John, said the mate again.

At this Mrs. Gibbss temper, which had been rising, gave way altogether, and she stamped fiercely upon the deck. A stamp of the foot has been for all time a rough-and-ready means of signalling; the fore-scuttle was drawn back, and the face of a young and pretty girl appeared framed in the opening. The mate raised his eyebrows with a helpless gesture, and as for the unfortunate skipper, any jury would have found him guilty without leaving the box. The wife of his bosom, with a flaming visage, turned and regarded him.
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You villain! she said, in a choking voice.

You villain! she said, in a choking voice.

Captain Gibbs caught his breath and looked appealingly at the mate.

Its a little surprise for you, my dear, he faltered, its Teds young lady.

Nothing of the kind, said the mate, sharply.

Its not? How dare you say such a thing? demanded Miss Harris, stepping on to the deck.

Well, you brought her aboard, Ted, you know you did, pleaded the unhappy skipper.

The mate did not deny it, but his face was so full of grief and surprise that the others heart sank within him.

All right, said the mate at last; have it your own way.

Hold your tongue, Ted, shouted Mrs. Gibbs; youre trying to shield him.

I tell you Ted brought her aboard, and they had a lovers quarrel, said her unhappy spouse. Its nothing to do with me at all.

And thats why you told me Ted had got the toothache, and tried to get me off to the chemists, I spose, retorted his wife, with virulence. Do you think Im a fool? How dare you ask a young woman on this barge? How dare you?

I didnt ask her, said her husband.

I spose she came without being asked, sneered his wife, turning her regards to the passenger; she looks the sort that might. You brazen-faced girl!

Here, go easy, Loo, interrupted the mate, flushing as he saw the girls pale face.

Mind your own business, said his sister, violently.

It is my business, said the repentant mate. I brought her aboard, and then we quarrelled.

Ive no doubt, said his sister, bitterly; its very pretty, but it wont do.

I swear its the truth, said the mate.

Why did John keep it so quiet and hide her for, then? demanded his sister.

I came down for the trip, said Miss Harris; that is all about it. There is nothing to make a fuss about. How much is it, Captain Gibbs?

She produced a little purse from her pocket, but before the embarrassed skipper could reply, his infuriated wife struck it out of her hand. The mate sprang instinctively forward, but too late, and the purse fell with a splash into the water. The girl gave a faint cry and clasped her hands.

How am I to get back? she gasped.

Ill see to that, Lucy, said the mate. Im very sorry  Ive been a brute.

You? said the indignant girl. I would sooner drown myself than be beholden to you.

Im very sorry, repeated the mate, humbly.

Theres enough of this play-acting, interposed Mrs. Gibbs. Get off this barge.

You stay where you are, said the mate, authoritatively.

Send that girl off this barge, screamed Mrs. Gibbs to her husband.

Captain Gibbs smiled in a silly fashion and scratched his head. Where is she to go? he asked feebly.

What does it matter to you where she goes? cried his wife, fiercely. Send her off.

The girl eyed her haughtily, and repulsing the mate as he strove to detain her, stepped to the side. Then she paused as he suddenly threw off his coat, and sitting down on the hatch, hastily removed his boots. The skipper, divining his intentions, seized him by the arm.

Dont be a fool, Ted, he gasped; youll get under the barge.

The mate shook him off, and went in with a splash which half drowned his adviser. Miss Harris, clasping her hands, ran to the side and gazed fearfully at the spot where he had disappeared, while his sister in a terrible voice seized the opportunity to point out to her husband the probably fatal results of his ill-doing. There was an anxious interval, and then the mates head appeared above the water, and after a breathing-space disappeared again. The skipper, watching uneasily, stood by with a lifebelt.

Come out, Ted, screamed his sister as he came up for breath again.

The mate disappeared once more, but coming up for the third time, hung on to the side of the barge to recover a bit. A clothed man in the water savours of disaster and looks alarming. Miss Harris began to cry.

Youll be drowned, she whimpered.

Come out, said Mrs. Gibbs, in a raspy voice. She knelt on the deck and twined her fingers in his hair. The mate addressed her in terms rendered brotherly by pain.

Never mind about the purse, sobbed Miss Harris; it doesnt matter.

Will you make it up if I come out, then, demanded the diver.

No; Ill never speak to you again as long as I live, said the girl, passionately.

The mate disappeared again. This time he was out of sight longer than usual, and when he came up merely tossed his arms weakly and went down again. There was a scream from the women, and a mighty splash as the skipper went overboard with a life-belt. The mates head, black and shining, showed for a moment; the skipper grabbed him by the hair and towed him to the barges side, and in the midst of a considerable hubbub both men were drawn from the water.

The skipper shook himself like a dog, but the mate lay on the deck inert in a puddle of water. Mrs. Gibbs frantically slapped his hands; and Miss Harris, bending over him, rendered first aid by kissing him wildly.

Captain Gibbs pushed her away. He wont come round while youre a-kissing of him, he cried, roughly.

To his indignant surprise the drowned man opened one eye and winked acquiescence. The skipper dropped his arms by his side and stared at him stupidly.

I saw his eyelid twitch, cried Mrs. Gibbs, joyfully.

Hes all right, said her indignant husband; e aint born to be drowned, e aint. Ive spoilt a good suit of clothes for nothing.

To his wifes amazement, he actually walked away from the insensible man, and with a boathook reached for his hat, which was floating by. Mrs. Gibbs, still gazing in blank astonishment, caught a seraphic smile on the face of her brother as Miss Harris continued her ministrations, and in a pardonable fit of temper the overwrought woman gave him a box on the ear, which brought him round at once.

Where am I? he inquired, artlessly.

Mrs. Gibbs told him. She also told him her opinion of him, and without plagiarizing her husbands words, came to the same conclusion as to his ultimate fate.

You come along home with me, she said, turning in a friendly fashion to the bewildered girl. They deserve what theyve got  both of em. I only hope that theyll both get such awful colds that they wont find their voices for a twelvemonth.

She took the girl by the arm and helped her ashore. They turned their heads once in the direction of the barge, and saw the justly incensed skipper keeping the mates explanations and apologies at bay with a boat-hook. Then they went in to breakfast.


THE MONKEYS PAW

I

Without, the night was cold and wet, but in the small parlour of Laburnam Villa the blinds were drawn and the fire burned brightly. Father and son were at chess, the former, who possessed ideas about the game involving radical changes, putting his king into such sharp and unnecessary perils that it even provoked comment from the white-haired old lady knitting placidly by the fire.

Hark at the wind, said Mr. White, who, having seen a fatal mistake after it was too late, was amiably desirous of preventing his son from seeing it.

Im listening, said the latter, grimly surveying the board as he stretched out his hand. Check.

I should hardly think that hed come to-night, said his father, with his hand poised over the board.

Mate, replied the son.

Thats the worst of living so far out, bawled Mr. White, with sudden and unlooked-for violence; of all the beastly, slushy, out-of-the-way places to live in, this is the worst. Pathways a bog, and the roads a torrent. I dont know what people are thinking about. I suppose because only two houses in the road are let, they think it doesnt matter.

Never mind, dear, said his wife, soothingly; perhaps youll win the next one.

Mr. White looked up sharply, just in time to intercept a knowing glance between mother and son. The words died away on his lips, and he hid a guilty grin in his thin grey beard.

There he is, said Herbert White, as the gate banged to loudly and heavy footsteps came toward the door.

The old man rose with hospitable haste, and opening the door, was heard condoling with the new arrival. The new arrival also condoled with himself, so that Mrs. White said, Tut, tut! and coughed gently as her husband entered the room, followed by a tall, burly man, beady of eye and rubicund of visage.

Sergeant-Major Morris, he said, introducing him.

The sergeant-major shook hands, and taking the proffered seat by the fire, watched contentedly while his host got out whiskey and tumblers and stood a small copper kettle on the fire.

At the third glass his eyes got brighter, and he began to talk, the little family circle regarding with eager interest this visitor from distant parts, as he squared his broad shoulders in the chair and spoke of wild scenes and doughty deeds; of wars and plagues and strange peoples.

Twenty-one years of it, said Mr. White, nodding at his wife and son. When he went away he was a slip of a youth in the warehouse. Now look at him.

He dont look to have taken much harm, said Mrs. White, politely.

Id like to go to India myself, said the old man, just to look round a bit, you know.

Better where you are, said the sergeant-major, shaking his head. He put down the empty glass, and sighing softly, shook it again.

I should like to see those old temples and fakirs and jugglers, said the old man. What was that you started telling me the other day about a monkeys paw or something, Morris?

Nothing, said the soldier, hastily. Leastways nothing worth hearing.

Monkeys paw? said Mrs. White, curiously.

Well, its just a bit of what you might call magic, perhaps, said the sergeant-major, offhandedly.

His three listeners leaned forward eagerly. The visitor absent-mindedly put his empty glass to his lips and then set it down again. His host filled it for him.

To look at, said the sergeant-major, fumbling in his pocket, its just an ordinary little paw, dried to a mummy.

He took something out of his pocket and proffered it. Mrs. White drew back with a grimace, but her son, taking it, examined it curiously.

And what is there special about it? inquired Mr. White as he took it from his son, and having examined it, placed it upon the table.

It had a spell put on it by an old fakir, said the sergeant-major, a very holy man. He wanted to show that fate ruled peoples lives, and that those who interfered with it did so to their sorrow. He put a spell on it so that three separate men could each have three wishes from it.

His manner was so impressive that his hearers were conscious that their light laughter jarred somewhat.

Well, why dont you have three, sir? said Herbert White, cleverly.

The soldier regarded him in the way that middle age is wont to regard presumptuous youth. I have, he said, quietly, and his blotchy face whitened.

And did you really have the three wishes granted? asked Mrs. White.

I did, said the sergeant-major, and his glass tapped against his strong teeth.

And has anybody else wished? persisted the old lady.

The first man had his three wishes. Yes, was the reply; I dont know what the first two were, but the third was for death. Thats how I got the paw.

His tones were so grave that a hush fell upon the group.

If youve had your three wishes, its no good to you now, then, Morris, said the old man at last. What do you keep it for?

The soldier shook his head. Fancy, I suppose, he said, slowly. I did have some idea of selling it, but I dont think I will. It has caused enough mischief already. Besides, people wont buy. They think its a fairy tale; some of them, and those who do think anything of it want to try it first and pay me afterward.

If you could have another three wishes, said the old man, eyeing him keenly, would you have them?

I dont know, said the other. I dont know.

He took the paw, and dangling it between his forefinger and thumb, suddenly threw it upon the fire. White, with a slight cry, stooped down and snatched it off.

Better let it burn, said the soldier, solemnly.

If you dont want it, Morris, said the other, give it to me.

I wont, said his friend, doggedly. I threw it on the fire. If you keep it, dont blame me for what happens. Pitch it on the fire again like a sensible man.

The other shook his head and examined his new possession closely. How do you do it? he inquired.

Hold it up in your right hand and wish aloud, said the sergeant-major, but I warn you of the consequences.

Sounds like the Arabian Nights, said Mrs. White, as she rose and began to set the supper. Dont you think you might wish for four pairs of hands for me?

Her husband drew the talisman from pocket, and then all three burst into laughter as the sergeant-major, with a look of alarm on his face, caught him by the arm.

If you must wish, he said, gruffly, wish for something sensible.

Mr. White dropped it back in his pocket, and placing chairs, motioned his friend to the table. In the business of supper the talisman was partly forgotten, and afterward the three sat listening in an enthralled fashion to a second instalment of the soldiers adventures in India.

If the tale about the monkeys paw is not more truthful than those he has been telling us, said Herbert, as the door closed behind their guest, just in time for him to catch the last train, we shant make much out of it.

Did you give him anything for it, father? inquired Mrs. White, regarding her husband closely.

A trifle, said he, colouring slightly. He didnt want it, but I made him take it. And he pressed me again to throw it away.

Likely, said Herbert, with pretended horror. Why, were going to be rich, and famous and happy. Wish to be an emperor, father, to begin with; then you cant be henpecked.

He darted round the table, pursued by the maligned Mrs. White armed with an antimacassar.

Mr. White took the paw from his pocket and eyed it dubiously. I dont know what to wish for, and thats a fact, he said, slowly. It seems to me Ive got all I want.

If you only cleared the house, youd be quite happy, wouldnt you? said Herbert, with his hand on his shoulder. Well, wish for two hundred pounds, then; that ll just do it.

His father, smiling shamefacedly at his own credulity, held up the talisman, as his son, with a solemn face, somewhat marred by a wink at his mother, sat down at the piano and struck a few impressive chords.

I wish for two hundred pounds, said the old man distinctly.

A fine crash from the piano greeted the words, interrupted by a shuddering cry from the old man. His wife and son ran toward him.

It moved, he cried, with a glance of disgust at the object as it lay on the floor.

As I wished, it twisted in my hand like a snake.

Well, I dont see the money, said his son as he picked it up and placed it on the table, and I bet I never shall.

It must have been your fancy, father, said his wife, regarding him anxiously.

He shook his head. Never mind, though; theres no harm done, but it gave me a shock all the same.

They sat down by the fire again while the two men finished their pipes. Outside, the wind was higher than ever, and the old man started nervously at the sound of a door banging upstairs. A silence unusual and depressing settled upon all three, which lasted until the old couple rose to retire for the night.

I expect youll find the cash tied up in a big bag in the middle of your bed, said Herbert, as he bade them good-night, and something horrible squatting up on top of the wardrobe watching you as you pocket your ill-gotten gains.

He sat alone in the darkness, gazing at the dying fire, and seeing faces in it. The last face was so horrible and so simian that he gazed at it in amazement. It got so vivid that, with a little uneasy laugh, he felt on the table for a glass containing a little water to throw over it. His hand grasped the monkeys paw, and with a little shiver he wiped his hand on his coat and went up to bed.

II.

In the brightness of the wintry sun next morning as it streamed over the breakfast table he laughed at his fears. There was an air of prosaic wholesomeness about the room which it had lacked on the previous night, and the dirty, shrivelled little paw was pitched on the sideboard with a carelessness which betokened no great belief in its virtues.

I suppose all old soldiers are the same, said Mrs. White. The idea of our listening to such nonsense! How could wishes be granted in these days? And if they could, how could two hundred pounds hurt you, father?

Might drop on his head from the sky, said the frivolous Herbert.

Morris said the things happened so naturally, said his father, that you might if you so wished attribute it to coincidence.

Well, dont break into the money before I come back, said Herbert as he rose from the table. Im afraid itll turn you into a mean, avaricious man, and we shall have to disown you.

His mother laughed, and following him to the door, watched him down the road; and returning to the breakfast table, was very happy at the expense of her husbands credulity. All of which did not prevent her from scurrying to the door at the postmans knock, nor prevent her from referring somewhat shortly to retired sergeant-majors of bibulous habits when she found that the post brought a tailors bill.

Herbert will have some more of his funny remarks, I expect, when he comes home, she said, as they sat at dinner.

I dare say, said Mr. White, pouring himself out some beer; but for all that, the thing moved in my hand; that Ill swear to.

You thought it did, said the old lady soothingly.

I say it did, replied the other. There was no thought about it; I had just  Whats the matter?

His wife made no reply. She was watching the mysterious movements of a man outside, who, peering in an undecided fashion at the house, appeared to be trying to make up his mind to enter. In mental connection with the two hundred pounds, she noticed that the stranger was well dressed, and wore a silk hat of glossy newness. Three times he paused at the gate, and then walked on again. The fourth time he stood with his hand upon it, and then with sudden resolution flung it open and walked up the path. Mrs. White at the same moment placed her hands behind her, and hurriedly unfastening the strings of her apron, put that useful article of apparel beneath the cushion of her chair.

She brought the stranger, who seemed ill at ease, into the room. He gazed at her furtively, and listened in a preoccupied fashion as the old lady apologized for the appearance of the room, and her husbands coat, a garment which he usually reserved for the garden. She then waited as patiently as her sex would permit, for him to broach his business, but he was at first strangely silent.

I  was asked to call, he said at last, and stooped and picked a piece of cotton from his trousers. I come from Maw and Meggins.

The old lady started. Is anything the matter? she asked, breathlessly. Has anything happened to Herbert? What is it? What is it?

Her husband interposed. There, there, mother, he said, hastily. Sit down, and dont jump to conclusions. Youve not brought bad news, Im sure, sir; and he eyed the other wistfully.

Im sorry began the visitor.

Is he hurt? demanded the mother, wildly.

The visitor bowed in assent. Badly hurt, he said, quietly, but he is not in any pain.

Oh, thank God! said the old woman, clasping her hands. Thank God for that! Thank

She broke off suddenly as the sinister meaning of the assurance dawned upon her and she saw the awful confirmation of her fears in the others perverted face. She caught her breath, and turning to her slower-witted husband, laid her trembling old hand upon his. There was a long silence.

He was caught in the machinery, said the visitor at length in a low voice.

Caught in the machinery, repeated Mr. White, in a dazed fashion, yes.

He sat staring blankly out at the window, and taking his wifes hand between his own, pressed it as he had been wont to do in their old courting-days nearly forty years before.

He was the only one left to us, he said, turning gently to the visitor. It is hard.

The other coughed, and rising, walked slowly to the window. The firm wished me to convey their sincere sympathy with you in your great loss, he said, without looking round. I beg that you will understand I am only their servant and merely obeying orders.

There was no reply; the old womans face was white, her eyes staring, and her breath inaudible; on the husbands face was a look such as his friend the sergeant might have carried into his first action.

I was to say that Maw and Meggins disclaim all responsibility, continued the other. They admit no liability at all, but in consideration of your sons services, they wish to present you with a certain sum as compensation.

Mr. White dropped his wifes hand, and rising to his feet, gazed with a look of horror at his visitor. His dry lips shaped the words, How much?

Two hundred pounds, was the answer.

Unconscious of his wifes shriek, the old man smiled faintly, put out his hands like a sightless man, and dropped, a senseless heap, to the floor.

III.

In the huge new cemetery, some two miles distant, the old people buried their dead, and came back to a house steeped in shadow and silence. It was all over so quickly that at first they could hardly realize it, and remained in a state of expectation as though of something else to happen  something else which was to lighten this load, too heavy for old hearts to bear.

But the days passed, and expectation gave place to resignation  the hopeless resignation of the old, sometimes miscalled, apathy. Sometimes they hardly exchanged a word, for now they had nothing to talk about, and their days were long to weariness.

It was about a week after that the old man, waking suddenly in the night, stretched out his hand and found himself alone. The room was in darkness, and the sound of subdued weeping came from the window. He raised himself in bed and listened.

Come back, he said, tenderly. You will be cold.

It is colder for my son, said the old woman, and wept afresh.

The sound of her sobs died away on his ears. The bed was warm, and his eyes heavy with sleep. He dozed fitfully, and then slept until a sudden wild cry from his wife awoke him with a start.

The paw! she cried wildly. The monkeys paw!

He started up in alarm. Where? Where is it? Whats the matter?

She came stumbling across the room toward him. I want it, she said, quietly. Youve not destroyed it?

Its in the parlour, on the bracket, he replied, marvelling. Why?

She cried and laughed together, and bending over, kissed his cheek.

I only just thought of it, she said, hysterically. Why didnt I think of it before? Why didnt you think of it?

Think of what? he questioned.

The other two wishes, she replied, rapidly.

Weve only had one.

Was not that enough? he demanded, fiercely.

No, she cried, triumphantly; well have one more. Go down and get it quickly, and wish our boy alive again.

The man sat up in bed and flung the bedclothes from his quaking limbs. Good God, you are mad! he cried, aghast.

Get it, she panted; get it quickly, and wish  Oh, my boy, my boy!

Her husband struck a match and lit the candle. Get back to bed, he said, unsteadily. You dont know what you are saying.

We had the first wish granted, said the old woman, feverishly; why not the second?

A coincidence, stammered the old man.

Go and get it and wish, cried his wife, quivering with excitement.

The old man turned and regarded her, and his voice shook. He has been dead ten days, and besides he  I would not tell you else, but  I could only recognize him by his clothing. If he was too terrible for you to see then, how now?

Bring him back, cried the old woman, and dragged him toward the door. Do you think I fear the child I have nursed?

He went down in the darkness, and felt his way to the parlour, and then to the mantelpiece. The talisman was in its place, and a horrible fear that the unspoken wish might bring his mutilated son before him ere he could escape from the room seized upon him, and he caught his breath as he found that he had lost the direction of the door. His brow cold with sweat, he felt his way round the table, and groped along the wall until he found himself in the small passage with the unwholesome thing in his hand.

Even his wifes face seemed changed as he entered the room. It was white and expectant, and to his fears seemed to have an unnatural look upon it. He was afraid of her.

Wish! she cried, in a strong voice.

It is foolish and wicked, he faltered.

Wish! repeated his wife.

He raised his hand. I wish my son alive again.

The talisman fell to the floor, and he regarded it fearfully. Then he sank trembling into a chair as the old woman, with burning eyes, walked to the window and raised the blind.

He sat until he was chilled with the cold, glancing occasionally at the figure of the old woman peering through the window. The candle-end, which had burned below the rim of the china candlestick, was throwing pulsating shadows on the ceiling and walls, until, with a flicker larger than the rest, it expired. The old man, with an unspeakable sense of relief at the failure of the talisman, crept back to his bed, and a minute or two afterward the old woman came silently and apathetically beside him.

Neither spoke, but lay silently listening to the ticking of the clock. A stair creaked, and a squeaky mouse scurried noisily through the wall. The darkness was oppressive, and after lying for some time screwing up his courage, he took the box of matches, and striking one, went downstairs for a candle.

At the foot of the stairs the match went out, and he paused to strike another; and at the same moment a knock, so quiet and stealthy as to be scarcely audible, sounded on the front door.

The matches fell from his hand and spilled in the passage. He stood motionless, his breath suspended until the knock was repeated. Then he turned and fled swiftly back to his room, and closed the door behind him. A third knock sounded through the house.
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Whats that? cried the old woman.

Whats that? cried the old woman, starting up.

A rat, said the old man in shaking tones a rat. It passed me on the stairs.

His wife sat up in bed listening. A loud knock resounded through the house.

Its Herbert! she screamed. Its Herbert!

She ran to the door, but her husband was before her, and catching her by the arm, held her tightly.

What are you going to do? he whispered hoarsely.

Its my boy; its Herbert! she cried, struggling mechanically. I forgot it was two miles away. What are you holding me for? Let go. I must open the door.

For Gods sake dont let it in, cried the old man, trembling.

Youre afraid of your own son, she cried, struggling. Let me go. Im coming, Herbert; Im coming.

There was another knock, and another. The old woman with a sudden wrench broke free and ran from the room. Her husband followed to the landing, and called after her appealingly as she hurried downstairs. He heard the chain rattle back and the bottom bolt drawn slowly and stiffly from the socket. Then the old womans voice, strained and panting.

The bolt, she cried, loudly. Come down. I cant reach it.

But her husband was on his hands and knees groping wildly on the floor in search of the paw. If he could only find it before the thing outside got in. A perfect fusillade of knocks reverberated through the house, and he heard the scraping of a chair as his wife put it down in the passage against the door. He heard the creaking of the bolt as it came slowly back, and at the same moment he found the monkeys paw, and frantically breathed his third and last wish.

The knocking ceased suddenly, although the echoes of it were still in the house. He heard the chair drawn back, and the door opened. A cold wind rushed up the staircase, and a long loud wail of disappointment and misery from his wife gave him courage to run down to her side, and then to the gate beyond. The street lamp flickering opposite shone on a quiet and deserted road.


BILLS PAPER CHASE

Sailormen ave their faults, said the night watchman, frankly. Im not denying of it. I used to ave myself when I was at sea, but being close with their money is a fault as can seldom be brought agin em.

I saved some money once  two golden sovereigns, owing to a ole in my pocket. Before I got another ship I slept two nights on a doorstep and ad nothing to eat, and I found them two sovereigns in the lining o my coat when I was over two thousand miles away from the nearest pub.

I ony knew one miser all the years I was at sea. Thomas Geary is name was, and we was shipmates aboard the barque Grenada, homeward bound from Sydney to London.

Thomas was a man that was getting into years; sixty, I think e was, and old enough to know better. Ed been saving ard for over forty years, and as near as we could make out e was worth a matter o six undered pounds. He used to be fond o talking about it, and letting us know how much better off e was than any of the rest of us.

We was about a month out from Sydney when old Thomas took sick. Bill Hicks said that it was owing to a hapenny he couldnt account for; but Walter Jones, whose family was always ill, and thought e knew a lot about it, said that e knew wot it was, but e couldnt remember the name of it, and that when we got to London and Thomas saw a doctor, we should see as ow e was right.

Whatever it was the old man got worse and worse. The skipper came down and gave im some physic and looked at is tongue, and then e looked at our tongues to see wot the difference was. Then e left the cook in charge of im and went off.

The next day Thomas was worse, and it was soon clear to everybody but im that e was slipping is cable. He wouldnt believe it at first, though the cook told im, Bill Hicks told him, and Walter Jones ad a grandfather that went off in just the same way.

Im not going to die, says Thomas How can I die and leave all that money?

Itll be good for your relations, Thomas, says Walter Jones.

I aint got any, says the old man.

Well, your friends, then, Thomas, says Walter, soft-like.

Aint got any, says the old man agin.

Yes, you ave, Thomas, says Walter, with a kind smile; I could tell you one youve got.

Thomas shut his eyes at im and began to talk pitiful about is money and the ard work ed ad saving of it. And by-and-by e got worse, and didnt reckernise us, but thought we was a pack o greedy, drunken sailormen. He thought Walter Jones was a shark, and told im so, and, try all e could, Walter couldnt persuade im different.

He died the day arter. In the morning e was whimpering about is money agin, and angry with Bill when e reminded im that e couldnt take it with im, and e made Bill promise that e should be buried just as e was. Bill tucked him up arter that, and when e felt a canvas belt tied round the old mans waist e began to see wot e was driving at.

The weather was dirty that day and there was a bit o sea running, consequently all ands was on deck, and a boy about sixteen wot used to elp the steward down aft was lookin arter Thomas. Me and Bill just run down to give a look at the old man in time.

I am going to take it with me, Bill, says the old man.

Thats right, says Bill.

My minds  easy now, says Thomas. I gave it to Jimmy  to  to  throw overboard for me.

Wot? says Bill, staring.

Thats right, Bill, says the boy. He told me to. It was a little packet o banknotes. He gave me tuppence for doing it.

Old Thomas seemed to be listening. Is eyes was open, and e looked artful at Bill to think what a clever thing ed done.

Nobodys goin-to spend-my money, e says. Nobodys

We drew back from is bunk and stood staring at im. Then Bill turned to the boy.

Go and tell the skipper es gone, e says, and mind, for your own sake, dont tell the skipper or anybody else that youve thrown all that money overboard.

Why not? says Jimmy.

Becos youll be locked up for it, says Bill; youd no business to do it. Youve been and broke the law. It ought to ha been left to somebody.

Jimmy looked scared, and arter e was gone I turned to Bill, and I looks at im and I says Whats the little game, Bill?

Game? said Bill, snorting at me. I dont want the pore boy to get into trouble, do I? Pore little chap. You was young yourself once.

Yes, I says; but Im a bit older now, Bill, and unless you tell me what your little game is, I shall tell the skipper myself, and the chaps too. Pore old Thomas told im to do it, so wheres the boy to blame?

Do you think Jimmy did? says Bill, screwing up his nose at me. That little varmint is walking about worth six undered quid. Now you keep your mouth shut and Ill make it worth your while.

Then I see Bills game. All right, Ill keep quiet for the sake of my half, I says, looking at im.

I thought hed ha choked, and the langwidge e see fit to use was amost as much as I could answer.

Very well, then, e says, at last, halves it is. It aint robbery becos it belongs to nobody, and it aint the boys becos e was told to throw it overboard.

They buried pore old Thomas next morning, and arter it was all over Bill put is and on the boys shoulder as they walked forard and e says, Poor old Thomas as gone to look for is money, he says; wonder whether ell find it! Was it a big bundle, Jimmy?

No, says the boy, shaking is ead. They was six undered pound notes and two sovereigns, and I wrapped the sovereigns up in the notes to make em sink. Fancy throwing money away like that, Bill: seems a sin, dont it?

Bill didnt answer im, and that afternoon the other chaps below being asleep we searched is bunk through and through without any luck, and at last Bill sat down and swore e must ha got it about im.

We waited till night, and when everybody was snoring ard we went over to the boys bunk and went all through is pockets and felt the linings, and then we went back to our side and Bill said wot e thought about Jimmy in whispers.

He must ha got it tied round is waist next to is skin, like Thomas ad, I says.

We stood there in the dark whispering, and then Bill couldnt stand it any longer, and e went over on tiptoe to the bunk agin. He was tremblin with excitement and I wasnt much better, when all of a sudden the cook sat up in is bunk with a dreadful laughing scream and called out that somebody was ticklin im.

I got into my bunk and Bill got into is, and we lay there listening while the cook, who was a terrible ticklish man, leaned out of is bunk and said wot ed do if it appened agin.

Go to sleep, says Walter Jones; youre dreamin. Who dyou think would want to tickle you?

I tell you, says the cook, somebody come over and tickled me with a and the size of a leg o mutton. I feel creepy all over.

Bill gave it up for that night, but the next day e pretended to think Jimmy was gettin fat an e caught old of im and prodded im all over. He thought e felt something round is waist, but e couldnt be sure, and Jimmy made such a noise that the other chaps interfered and told Bill to leave im alone. For a whole week we tried to find that money, and couldnt, and Bill said it was a suspicious thing that Jimmy kept aft a good deal more than e used to, and e got an idea that the boy might ha idden it somewhere there. At the end of that time, owever, owing to our being short-anded, Jimmy was sent forard to work as ordinary seaman, and it began to be quite noticeable the way e avoided Bill.

At last one day we got im alone down the focsle, and Bill put is arm round im and got im on the locker and asked im straight out where the money was.

Why, I chucked it overboard, he says. I told you so afore. What a memory youve got, Bill!

Bill picked im up and laid im on the locker, and we searched im thoroughly. We even took is boots off, and then we ad another look in is bunk while e was putting em on agin.

If youre innercent, says Bill, why dont you call out?  eh?

Because you told me not to say anything about it, Bill, says the boy. But I will next time. Loud, I will.

Look ere, says Bill, you tell us where it is, and the three of usll go shares in it. Thatll be two undered pounds each, and well tell you ow to get yours changed without getting caught. Were cleverer than you are, you know.

I know that, Bill, says the boy; but its no good me telling you lies. I chucked it overboard.

Very good, then, says Bill, getting up. Im going to tell the skipper.

Tell im, says Jimmy. I dont care.

Then youll be searched arter youve stepped ashore, says Bill, and you wont be allowed on the ship agin. Youll lose it all by being greedy, whereas if you go shares with us youll ave two undered pounds.

I could see as ow the boy adnt thought o that, and try as e would e couldnt ide is feelins. He called Bill a red-nosed shark, and e called me somethin Ive forgotten now.

Think it over, says Bill; mind, youll be collared as soon as youve left the gangway and searched by the police.

And will they tickle the cook too, I wonder? says Jimmy, savagely.

And if they find it youll go to prison, says Bill, giving im a clump o the side o the ead, and you wont like that, I can tell you.

Why, aint it nice, Bill? says Jimmy, holding is ear.

Bill looked at im and then e steps to the ladder. Im not going to talk to you any more, my lad, e says. Im going to tell the skipper.

He went up slowly, and just as e reached the deck Jimmy started up and called im. Bill pretended not to ear, and the boy ran up on deck and follered im; and arter a little while they both came down again together.

Did you wish to speak to me, my lad? says Bill, olding is ead up.

Yes, says the boy, fiddling with is fingers; if you keep your ugly mouth shut, well go shares.

Ho! says Bill, I thought you throwed it overboard!

I thought so, too, Bill, says Jimmy, very softly, and when I came below agin I found it in my trousers pocket.

Where is it now? says Bill.

Never mind where it is, says the boy; you couldnt get it if I was to tell you. Itll take me all my time to do it myself.

Where is it? says Bill, agin. Im goin to take care of it. I wont trust you.

And I cant trust you, says Jimmy.

If you dont tell me where it is this minute, says Bill, moving to the ladder agin, Im off to tell the skipper. I want it in my ands, or at any rate my share of it. Why not share it out now?

Because I avent got it, says Jimmy, stamping is foot, thats why, and its all your silly fault. Arter you came pawing through my pockets when you thought I was asleep I got frightened and id it.

Where? says Bill.

In the second mates mattress, says Jimmy. I was tidying up down aft and I found a ole in the underneath side of is mattress and I shoved it in there, and poked it in with a bit o stick.

And ow are you going to get it? says Bill, scratching is ead.

Thats wot I dont know, seeing that Im not allowed aft now, says Jimmy. One of usll ave to make a dash for it when we get to London. And mind if theres any ankypanky on your part, Bill, Ill give the show away myself.

The cook came down just then and we ad to leave off talking, and I could see that Bill was so pleased at finding that the money adnt been thrown overboard that e was losing sight o the difficulty o getting at it. In a day or two, owever, e see it as plain as me and Jimmy did, and, as time went by, he got desprit, and frightened us both by anging about aft every chance e got.

The companion-way faced the wheel, and there was about as much chance o getting down there without being seen as there would be o taking a mans false teeth out of is mouth without is knowing it. Jimmy went down one day while Bill was at the wheel to look for is knife, wot e thought ed left down there, and ed ardly got down afore Bill saw im come up agin, olding on to the top of a mop which the steward was using.

We couldnt figure it out nohow, and to think o the second mate, a little man with a large famly, who never ad a penny in is pocket, sleeping every night on a six undered pound mattress, sent us pretty near crazy. We used to talk it over whenever we got a chance, and Bill and Jimmy could scarcely be civil to each other. The boy said it was Bills fault, and e said it was the boys.

The ony thing I can see, says the boy, one day, is for Bill to ave a touch of sunstroke as es leaving the wheel one day, tumble ead-first down the companion-way, and injure isself so severely that e cant be moved. Then theyll put im in a cabin down aft, and praps Ill ave to go and nurse im. Anyway, hell be down there.

Its a very good idea, Bill, I says.

Ho, says Bill, looking at me as if e would eat me. Why dont you do it, then?

Id sooner you did it, Bill, says the boy; still, I dont mind which it is. Why not toss up for it?

Get away, says Bill. Get away afore I do something you wont like, you blood-thirsty little murderer.

Ive got a plan myself, he says, in a low voice, after the boy ad opped off, and if I cant think of nothing better Ill try it, and mind, not a word to the boy.

He didnt think o nothing better, and one night just as we was making the Channel e tried is plan. He was in the second mates watch, and by-and-by e leans over the wheel and says to im in a low voice, This is my last vyge, sir.

Oh, says the second mate, who was a man as didnt mind talking to a man before the mast. Hows that?

Ive got a berth ashore, sir, says Bill, and I wanted to ask a favour, sir.

The second mate growled and walked off a pace or two.

Ive never been so appy as Ive been on this ship, says Bill; none of us ave. We was saying so the other night, and everybody agreed as it was owing to you, sir, and your kindness to all of us.

The second mate coughed, but Bill could see as e was a bit pleased.

The feeling came over me, says Bill, that when I leave the sea for good Id like to ave something o yours to remember you by, sir. And it seemed to me that if I ad your  mattress I should think of you evry night o my life.

My wot? says the second mate, staring at im. Your mattress, sir, says Bill. If I might make so bold as to offer a pound for it, sir. I want something wots been used by you, and Ive got a fancy for that as a keepsake. The second mate shook is ead. Im sorry, Bill, e says, gently, but I couldnt let it go at that.

Id sooner pay thirty shillins than not ave it, sir, says Bill, umbly.

I gave a lot of money for that mattress, says the mate, agin. I forgit ow much, but a lot. You dont know ow valuable that mattress is.

I know its a good one, sir, else you wouldnt ave it, says Bill. Would a couple o pounds buy it, sir?

The second mate humd and had, but Bill was afeard to go any igher. So far as e could make out from Jimmy, the mattress was worth about eighteen pence  to anybody who wasnt pertiklar.

Ive slept on that mattress for years, says the second mate, looking at im from the corner of is eye. I dont believe I could sleep on another. Still, to oblige you, Bill, you shall ave it at that if you dont want it till we go ashore?

Thankee, sir, says Bill, ardly able to keep from dancing, and Ill and over the two pounds when were paid off. I shall keep it all my life, sir, in memory of you and your kindness.

And mind you keep quiet about it, says the second mate, who didnt want the skipper to know wot ed been doing, because I dont want to be bothered by other men wanting to buy things as keepsakes.

Bill promised im like a shot, and when e told me about it e was nearly crying with joy.

And mind, e says, Ive bought that mattress, bought it as it stands, and its got nothing to do with Jimmy. Well each pay a pound and halve wots in it.

He persuaded me at last, but that boy watched us like a cat watching a couple of canaries, and I could see we should ave all we could do to deceive im. He seemed more suspicious o Bill than me, and e kep worrying us nearly every day to know what we were going to do.

We beat about in the channel with a strong ead-wind for four days, and then a tug picked us up and towed us to London.

The excitement of that last little bit was orrible. Fust of all we ad got to get the mattress, and then in some way we ad got to get rid o Jimmy. Bills idea was for me to take im ashore with me and tell im that Bill would join us arterwards, and then lose im; but I said that till Id got my share I couldnt bear to lose sight o Bills honest face for alf a second.

And, besides, Jimmy wouldnt ave gone.

All the way up the river e stuck to Bill, and kept asking im wot we were to do. E was alf crying, and so excited that Bill was afraid the other chaps would notice it.

We got to our berth in the East India Docks at last, and arter we were made fast we went below to ave a wash and change into our shoregoing togs. Jimmy watched us all the time, and then e comes up to Bill biting is nails, and says:

Hows it to be done, Bill?

Hang about arter the rest ave gone ashore, and trust to luck, says Bill, looking at me. Well see ow the land lays when we draw our advance.

We went down aft to draw ten shillings each to go ashore with. Bill and me got ours fust, and then the second mate who ad tipped im the wink followed us out unconcerned-like and anded Bill the mattress rolled up in a sack.

Ere you are, Bill, e says.

Much obliged, sir, says Bill, and is ands trembled so as e could ardly old it, and e made to go off afore Jimmy come on deck.

Then that fool of a mate kept us there while e made a little speech. Twice Bill made to go off, but e put is and on is arm and kept im there while e told im ow hed always tried to be liked by the men, and ad generally succeeded, and in the middle of it up popped Master Jimmy.

He gave a start as he saw the bag, and is eyes opened wide, and then as we walked forward e put is arm through Bills and called im all the names e could think of.

Youd steal the milk out of a cats saucer, e says; but mind, you dont leave this ship till Ive got my share.

I meant it for a pleasant surprise for you, Jimmy, says Bill, trying to smile.

I dont like your surprises, Bill, so I dont deceive you, says the boy. Where are you going to open it?

I was thinking of opening it in my bunk, says Bill. The perlice might want to examine it if we took it through the dock. Come on, Jimmy, old man.

Yes; all right, says the boy, nodding is ead at im. Ill stay up ere. You might forget yourself, Bill, if I trusted myself down there with you alone. You can throw my share up to me, and then youll leave the ship afore I do. See?

Go to blazes, says Bill; and then, seeing that the last chance ad gone, we went below, and e chucked the bundle in is bunk. There was only one chap down there, and arter spending best part o ten minutes doing is hair e nodded to us and went off.

Half a minute later Bill cut open the mattress and began to search through the stuffing, while I struck matches and watched im. It wasnt a big mattress and there wasnt much stuffing, but we couldnt seem to see that money. Bill went all over it agin and agin, and then e stood up and looked at me and caught is breath painful.

Do you think the mate found it? e says, in a usky voice.

We went through it agin, and then Bill went half-way up the focsle ladder and called softly for Jimmy. He called three times, and then, with a sinking sensation in is stummick, e went up on deck and I follered im. The boy was nowhere to be seen. All we saw was the ships cat aving a wash and brush-up afore going ashore, and the skipper standing aft talking to the owner.

We never saw that boy agin. He never turned up for is box, and e didnt show up to draw is pay. Everybody else was there, of course, and arter Id got mine and come outside I see pore Bill with is back up agin a wall, staring ard at the second mate, who was looking at im with a kind smile, and asking im ow hed slept. The last thing I saw of Bill, the pore chap ad got is ands in is trousers pockets, and was trying is hardest to smile back.


THE WELL

I.

Two men stood in the billiard-room of an old country house, talking. Play, which had been of a half-hearted nature, was over, and they sat at the open window, looking out over the park stretching away beneath them, conversing idly.

Your times nearly up, Jem, said one at length, this time six weeks youll be yawning out the honeymoon and cursing the man  woman I mean  who invented them.

Jem Benson stretched his long limbs in the chair and grunted in dissent.

Ive never understood it, continued Wilfred Carr, yawning. Its not in my line at all; I never had enough money for my own wants, let alone for two. Perhaps if I were as rich as you or Croesus I might regard it differently.

There was just sufficient meaning in the latter part of the remark for his cousin to forbear to reply to it. He continued to gaze out of the window and to smoke slowly.

Not being as rich as Croesus  or you, resumed Carr, regarding him from beneath lowered lids, I paddle my own canoe down the stream of Time, and, tying it to my friends door-posts, go in to eat their dinners.

Quite Venetian, said Jem Benson, still looking out of the window. Its not a bad thing for you, Wilfred, that you have the doorposts and dinners  and friends.

Carr grunted in his turn. Seriously though, Jem, he said, slowly, youre a lucky fellow, a very lucky fellow. If there is a better girl above ground than Olive, I should like to see her.

Yes, said the other, quietly.

Shes such an exceptional girl, continued Carr, staring out of the window. Shes so good and gentle. She thinks you are a bundle of all the virtues.

He laughed frankly and joyously, but the other man did not join him. Strong sense  of right and wrong, though, continued Carr, musingly. Do you know, I believe that if she found out that you were not

Not what? demanded Benson, turning upon him fiercely, Not what?

Everything that you are, returned his cousin, with a grin that belied his words, I believe shed drop you.

Talk about something else, said Benson, slowly; your pleasantries are not always in the best taste.

Wilfred Carr rose and taking a cue from the rack, bent over the board and practiced one or two favourite shots. The only other subject I can talk about just at present is my own financial affairs, he said slowly, as he walked round the table.

Talk about something else, said Benson again, bluntly.

And the two things are connected, said Carr, and dropping his cue he half sat on the table and eyed his cousin.

There was a long silence. Benson pitched the end of his cigar out of the window, and leaning back closed his eyes.

Do you follow me? inquired Carr at length.

Benson opened his eyes and nodded at the window.

Do you want to follow my cigar? he demanded.

I should prefer to depart by the usual way for your sake, returned the other, unabashed. If I left by the window all sorts of questions would be asked, and you know what a talkative chap I am.

So long as you dont talk about my affairs, returned the other, restraining himself by an obvious effort, you can talk yourself hoarse.

Im in a mess, said Carr, slowly, a devil of a mess. If I dont raise fifteen hundred by this day fortnight, I may be getting my board and lodging free.

Would that be any change? questioned Benson.

The quality would, retorted the other. The address also would not be good. Seriously, Jem, will you let me have the fifteen hundred?

No, said the other, simply.

Carr went white. Its to save me from ruin, he said, thickly.

Ive helped you till Im tired, said Benson, turning and regarding him, and it is all to no good. If youve got into a mess, get out of it. You should not be so fond of giving autographs away.

Its foolish, I admit, said Carr, deliberately. I wont do so any more. By the way, Ive got some to sell. You neednt sneer. Theyre not my own.

Whose are they? inquired the other.

Yours.

Benson got up from his chair and crossed over to him. What is this? he asked, quietly. Blackmail?

Call it what you like, said Carr. Ive got some letters for sale, price fifteen hundred. And I know a man who would buy them at that price for the mere chance of getting Olive from you. Ill give you first offer.

If you have got any letters bearing my signature, you will be good enough to give them to me, said Benson, very slowly.

Theyre mine, said Carr, lightly; given to me by the lady you wrote them to. I must say that they are not all in the best possible taste.

His cousin reached forward suddenly, and catching him by the collar of his coat pinned him down on the table.

Give me those letters, he breathed, sticking his face close to Carrs.

Theyre not here, said Carr, struggling. Im not a fool. Let me go, or Ill raise the price.

The other man raised him from the table in his powerful hands, apparently with the intention of dashing his head against it. Then suddenly his hold relaxed as an astonished-looking maid-servant entered the room with letters. Carr sat up hastily.

Thats how it was done, said Benson, for the girls benefit as he took the letters.

I dont wonder at the other man making him pay for it, then, said Carr, blandly.

You will give me those letters? said Benson, suggestively, as the girl left the room.

At the price I mentioned, yes, said Carr; but so sure as I am a living man, if you lay your clumsy hands on me again, Ill double it. Now, Ill leave you for a time while you think it over.

He took a cigar from the box and lighting it carefully quitted the room. His cousin waited until the door had closed behind him, and then turning to the window sat there in a fit of fury as silent as it was terrible.

The air was fresh and sweet from the park, heavy with the scent of new-mown grass. The fragrance of a cigar was now added to it, and glancing out he saw his cousin pacing slowly by. He rose and went to the door, and then, apparently altering his mind, he returned to the window and watched the figure of his cousin as it moved slowly away into the moonlight. Then he rose again, and, for a long time, the room was empty.

It was empty when Mrs. Benson came in some time later to say good-night to her son on her way to bed. She walked slowly round the table, and pausing at the window gazed from it in idle thought, until she saw the figure of her son advancing with rapid strides toward the house. He looked up at the window.

Good-night, said she.

Good-night, said Benson, in a deep voice.

Where is Wilfred?

Oh, he has gone, said Benson.

Gone?

We had a few words; he was wanting money again, and I gave him a piece of my mind. I dont think we shall see him again.

Poor Wilfred! sighed Mrs. Benson. He is always in trouble of some sort. I hope that you were not too hard upon him.

No more than he deserved, said her son, sternly. Good night.

II.

The well, which had long ago fallen into disuse, was almost hidden by the thick tangle of undergrowth which ran riot at that corner of the old park. It was partly covered by the shrunken half of a lid, above which a rusty windlass creaked in company with the music of the pines when the wind blew strongly. The full light of the sun never reached it, and the ground surrounding it was moist and green when other parts of the park were gaping with the heat.

Two people walking slowly round the park in the fragrant stillness of a summer evening strayed in the direction of the well.

No use going through this wilderness, Olive, said Benson, pausing on the outskirts of the pines and eyeing with some disfavour the gloom beyond.

Best part of the park, said the girl briskly; you know its my favourite spot.

I know youre very fond of sitting on the coping, said the man slowly, and I wish you wouldnt. One day you will lean back too far and fall in.

And make the acquaintance of Truth, said Olive lightly. Come along.

She ran from him and was lost in the shadow of the pines, the bracken crackling beneath her feet as she ran. Her companion followed slowly, and emerging from the gloom saw her poised daintily on the edge of the well with her feet hidden in the rank grass and nettles which surrounded it. She motioned her companion to take a seat by her side, and smiled softly as she felt a strong arm passed about her waist.

I like this place, said she, breaking a long silence, it is so dismal  so uncanny. Do you know I wouldnt dare to sit here alone, Jem. I should imagine that all sorts of dreadful things were hidden behind the bushes and trees, waiting to spring out on me. Ugh!

Youd better let me take you in, said her companion tenderly; the well isnt always wholesome, especially in the hot weather.

Lets make a move.

The girl gave an obstinate little shake, and settled herself more securely on her seat.

Smoke your cigar in peace, she said quietly. I am settled here for a quiet talk. Has anything been heard of Wilfred yet?

Nothing.

Quite a dramatic disappearance, isnt it? she continued. Another scrape, I suppose, and another letter for you in the same old strain; Dear Jem, help me out.

Jem Benson blew a cloud of fragrant smoke into the air, and holding his cigar between his teeth brushed away the ash from his coat sleeves.

I wonder what he would have done without you, said the girl, pressing his arm affectionately. Gone under long ago, I suppose. When we are married, Jem, I shall presume upon the relationship to lecture him. He is very wild, but he has his good points, poor fellow.

I never saw them, said Benson, with startling bitterness. God knows I never saw them.

He is nobodys enemy but his own, said the girl, startled by this outburst.

You dont know much about him, said the other, sharply. He was not above blackmail; not above ruining the life of a friend to do himself a benefit. A loafer, a cur, and a liar!

The girl looked up at him soberly but timidly and took his arm without a word, and they both sat silent while evening deepened into night and the beams of the moon, filtering through the branches, surrounded them with a silver network. Her head sank upon his shoulder, till suddenly with a sharp cry she sprang to her feet.

What was that? she cried breathlessly.

What was what? demanded Benson, springing up and clutching her fast by the arm.

She caught her breath and tried to laugh.

Youre hurting me, Jem.

His hold relaxed.

What is the matter? he asked gently.

What was it startled you?

I was startled, she said, slowly, putting her hands on his shoulder. I suppose the words I used just now are ringing in my ears, but I fancied that somebody behind us whispered Jem, help me out.

Fancy, repeated Benson, and his voice shook; but these fancies are not good for you. You  are frightened  at the dark and the gloom of these trees. Let me take you back to the house.

No, Im not frightened, said the girl, reseating herself. I should never be really frightened of anything when you were with me, Jem. Im surprised at myself for being so silly.

The man made no reply but stood, a strong, dark figure, a yard or two from the well, as though waiting for her to join him.

Come and sit down, sir, cried Olive, patting the brickwork with her small, white hand, one would think that you did not like your company.

He obeyed slowly and took a seat by her side, drawing so hard at his cigar that the light of it shone upon his fare at every breath. He passed his arm, firm and rigid as steel, behind her, with his hand resting on the brickwork beyond.

Are you warm enough? he asked tenderly, as she made a little movement. Pretty fair, she shivered; one oughtnt to be cold at this time of the year, but theres a cold, damp air comes up from the well.

As she spoke a faint splash sounded from the depths below, and for the second time that evening, she sprang from the well with a little cry of dismay.

What is it now? he asked in a fearful voice. He stood by her side and gazed at the well, as though half expecting to see the cause of her alarm emerge from it.

Oh, my bracelet, she cried in distress, my poor mothers bracelet. Ive dropped it down the well.

Your bracelet! repeated Benson, dully. Your bracelet? The diamond one?

The one that was my mothers, said Olive. Oh, we can get it back surely. We must have the water drained off.

Your bracelet! repeated Benson, stupidly.

Jem, said the girl in terrified tones, dear Jem, what is the matter?

For the man she loved was standing regarding her with horror. The moon which touched it was not responsible for all the whiteness of the distorted face, and she shrank back in fear to the edge of the well. He saw her fear and by a mighty effort regained his composure and took her hand.

Poor little girl, he murmured, you frightened me. I was not looking when you cried, and I thought that you were slipping from my arms, down  down

His voice broke, and the girl throwing herself into his arms clung to him convulsively.

There, there, said Benson, fondly, dont cry, dont cry.

To-morrow, said Olive, half-laughing, half-crying, we will all come round the well with hook and line and fish for it. It will be quite a new sport.

No, we must try some other way, said Benson. You shall have it back.

How? asked the girl.

You shall see, said Benson. To-morrow morning at latest you shall have it back. Till then promise me that you will not mention your loss to anyone. Promise.

I promise, said Olive, wonderingly. But why not?

It is of great value, for one thing, and  But there  there are many reasons. For one thing it is my duty to get it for you.

Wouldnt you like to jump down for it? she asked mischievously. Listen.

She stooped for a stone and dropped it down.

Fancy being where that is now, she said, peering into the blackness; fancy going round and round like a mouse in a pail, clutching at the slimy sides, with the water filling your mouth, and looking up to the little patch of sky above.

You had better come in, said Benson, very quietly. You are developing a taste for the morbid and horrible.

The girl turned, and taking his arm walked slowly in the direction of the house; Mrs. Benson, who was sitting in the porch, rose to receive them.

You shouldnt have kept her out so long, she said chidingly. Where have you been?

Sitting on the well, said Olive, smiling, discussing our future.

I dont believe that place is healthy, said Mrs. Benson, emphatically. I really think it might be filled in, Jem.

All right, said her son, slowly. Pity it wasnt filled in long ago.

He took the chair vacated by his mother as she entered the house with Olive, and with his hands hanging limply over the sides sat in deep thought. After a time he rose, and going upstairs to a room which was set apart for sporting requisites selected a sea fishing line and some hooks and stole softly downstairs again. He walked swiftly across the park in the direction of the well, turning before he entered the shadow of the trees to look back at the lighted windows of the house. Then having arranged his line he sat on the edge of the well and cautiously lowered it.

He sat with his lips compressed, occasionally looking about him in a startled fashion, as though he half expected to see something peering at him from the belt of trees. Time after time he lowered his line until at length in pulling it up he heard a little metallic tinkle against the side of the well.

He held his breath then, and forgetting his fears drew the line in inch by inch, so as not to lose its precious burden. His pulse beat rapidly, and his eyes were bright. As the line came slowly in he saw the catch hanging to the hook, and with a steady hand drew the last few feet in. Then he saw that instead of the bracelet he had hooked a bunch of keys.

With a faint cry he shook them from the hook into the water below, and stood breathing heavily. Not a sound broke the stillness of the night. He walked up and down a bit and stretched his great muscles; then he came back to the well and resumed his task.

For an hour or more the line was lowered without result. In his eagerness he forgot his fears, and with eyes bent down the well fished slowly and carefully. Twice the hook became entangled in something, and was with difficulty released. It caught a third time, and all his efforts failed to free it. Then he dropped the line down the well, and with head bent walked toward the house.

He went first to the stables at the rear, and then retiring to his room for some time paced restlessly up and down. Then without removing his clothes he flung himself upon the bed and fell into a troubled sleep.

III.

Long before anybody else was astir he arose and stole softly downstairs. The sunlight was stealing in at every crevice, and flashing in long streaks across the darkened rooms. The dining-room into which he looked struck chill and cheerless in the dark yellow light which came through the lowered blinds. He remembered that it had the same appearance when his father lay dead in the house; now, as then, everything seemed ghastly and unreal; the very chairs standing as their occupants had left them the night before seemed to be indulging in some dark communication of ideas.

Slowly and noiselessly he opened the hall door and passed into the fragrant air beyond. The sun was shining on the drenched grass and trees, and a slowly vanishing white mist rolled like smoke about the grounds. For a moment he stood, breathing deeply the sweet air of the morning, and then walked slowly in the direction of the stables.

The rusty creaking of a pump-handle and a spatter of water upon the red-tiled courtyard showed that somebody else was astir, and a few steps farther he beheld a brawny, sandy-haired man gasping wildly under severe self-infliction at the pump.

Everything ready, George? he asked quietly.

Yes, sir, said the man, straightening up suddenly and touching his forehead. Bobs just finishing the arrangements inside. Its a lovely morning for a dip. The water in that well must be just icy.

Be as quick as you can, said Benson, impatiently.

Very good, sir, said George, burnishing his face harshly with a very small towel which had been hanging over the top of the pump. Hurry up, Bob.

In answer to his summons a man appeared at the door of the stable with a coil of stout rope over his arm and a large metal candlestick in his hand.

Just to try the air, sir, said George, following his masters glance, a well gets rather foul sometimes, but if a candle can live down it, a man can.

His master nodded, and the man, hastily pulling up the neck of his shirt and thrusting his arms into his coat, followed him as he led the way slowly to the well.

Beg pardon, sir, said George, drawing up to his side, but you are not looking over and above well this morning. If youll let me go down Id enjoy the bath.

No, no, said Benson, peremptorily.

You aint fit to go down, sir, persisted his follower. Ive never seen you look so before. Now if

Mind your business, said his master curtly.

George became silent and the three walked with swinging strides through the long wet grass to the well. Bob flung the rope on the ground and at a sign from his master handed him the candlestick.

Heres the line for it, sir, said Bob, fumbling in his pockets.

Benson took it from him and slowly tied it to the candlestick. Then he placed it on the edge of the well, and striking a match, lit the candle and began slowly to lower it.

Hold hard, sir, said George, quickly, laying his hand on his arm, you must tilt it or the stringll burn through.

Even as he spoke the string parted and the candlestick fell into the water below.

Benson swore quietly.

Ill soon get another, said George, starting up.

Never mind, the wells all right, said Benson.

It wont take a moment, sir, said the other over his shoulder.

Are you master here, or am I? said Benson hoarsely.

George came back slowly, a glance at his masters face stopping the protest upon his tongue, and he stood by watching him sulkily as he sat on the well and removed his outer garments. Both men watched him curiously, as having completed his preparations he stood grim and silent with his hands by his sides.

I wish youd let me go, sir, said George, plucking up courage to address him. You aint fit to go, youve got a chill or something. I shouldnt wonder its the typhoid. Theyve got it in the village bad.

For a moment Benson looked at him angrily, then his gaze softened. Not this time, George, he said, quietly. He took the looped end of the rope and placed it under his arms, and sitting down threw one leg over the side of the well.

How are you going about it, sir? queried George, laying hold of the rope and signing to Bob to do the same.

Ill call out when I reach the water, said Benson; then pay out three yards more quickly so that I can get to the bottom.

Very good, sir, answered both.

Their master threw the other leg over the coping and sat motionless. His back was turned toward the men as he sat with head bent, looking down the shaft. He sat for so long that George became uneasy.

All right, sir? he inquired.

Yes, said Benson, slowly. If I tug at the rope, George, pull up at once. Lower away.

The rope passed steadily through their hands until a hollow cry from the darkness below and a faint splashing warned them that he had reached the water. They gave him three yards more and stood with relaxed grasp and strained ears, waiting.

Hes gone under, said Bob in a low voice.

The other nodded, and moistening his huge palms took a firmer grip of the rope.

Fully a minute passed, and the men began to exchange uneasy glances. Then a sudden tremendous jerk followed by a series of feebler ones nearly tore the rope from their grasp.

Pull! shouted George, placing one foot on the side and hauling desperately. Pull! pull! Hes stuck fast; hes not coming; PULL!

In response to their terrific exertions the rope came slowly in, inch by inch, until at length a violent splashing was heard, and at the same moment a scream of unutterable horror came echoing up the shaft.

What a weight he is! panted Bob. Hes stuck fast or something. Keep still, sir; for heavens sake, keep still.

For the taut rope was being jerked violently by the struggles of the weight at the end of it. Both men with grunts and sighs hauled it in foot by foot.

All right, sir, cried George, cheerfully.

He had one foot against the well, and was pulling manfully; the burden was nearing the top. A long pull and a strong pull, and the face of a dead man with mud in the eyes and nostrils came peering over the edge. Behind it was the ghastly face of his master; but this he saw too late, for with a great cry he let go his hold of the rope and stepped back. The suddenness overthrew his assistant, and the rope tore through his hands. There was a frightful splash.

You fool! stammered Bob, and ran to the well helplessly.

Run! cried George. Run for another line.

He bent over the coping and called eagerly down as his assistant sped back to the stables shouting wildly. His voice re-echoed down the shaft, but all else was silence.


CUPBOARD LOVE

In the comfortable living-room at Neggets farm, half parlour and half kitchen, three people sat at tea in the waning light of a November afternoon. Conversation, which had been brisk, had languished somewhat, owing to Mrs. Negget glancing at frequent intervals toward the door, behind which she was convinced the servant was listening, and checking the finest periods and the most startling suggestions with a warning ssh!

Go on, uncle, she said, after one of these interruptions.

I forget where I was, said Mr. Martin Bodfish, shortly.

Under our bed, Mr. Negget reminded him.

Yes, watching, said Mrs. Negget, eagerly.

It was an odd place for an ex-policeman, especially as a small legacy added to his pension had considerably improved his social position, but Mr. Bodfish had himself suggested it in the professional hope that the person who had taken Mrs. Neggets gold brooch might try for further loot. He had, indeed, suggested baiting the dressing-table with the farmers watch, an idea which Mr. Negget had promptly vetoed.

I cant help thinking that Mrs. Pottle knows something about it, said Mrs. Negget, with an indignant glance at her husband.

Mrs. Pottle, said the farmer, rising slowly and taking a seat on the oak settle built in the fireplace, has been away from the village for near a fortnit.

I didnt say she took it, snapped his wife. I said I believe she knows something about it, and so I do. Shes a horrid woman. Look at the way she encouraged her girl Looey to run after that young traveller from Smithsons. The whole fact of the matter is, it isnt your brooch, so you dont care.

I said began Mr. Negget.

I know what you said, retorted his wife, sharply, and I wish youd be quiet and not interrupt uncle. Heres my uncle been in the police twenty-five years, and you wont let him put a word in edgeways.

My way o looking at it, said the ex-policeman, slowly, is different to that o the law; my idea is, an always has been, that everybody is guilty until theyve proved their innocence.

Its a wonderful thing to me, said Mr. Negget in a low voice to his pipe, as they should come to a house with a retired policeman living in it. Looks to me like somebody that aint got much respect for the police.

The ex-policeman got up from the table, and taking a seat on the settle opposite the speaker, slowly filled a long clay and took a spill from the fireplace. His pipe lit, he turned to his niece, and slowly bade her go over the account of her loss once more.

I missed it this morning, said Mrs. Negget, rapidly, at ten minutes past twelve oclock by the clock, and half-past five by my watch which wants looking to. Id just put the batch of bread into the oven, and gone upstairs and opened the box that stands on my drawers to get a lozenge, and I missed the brooch.

Do you keep it in that box? asked the ex-policeman, slowly.

Always, replied his niece. I at once came down stairs and told Emma that the brooch had been stolen. I said that I named no names, and didnt wish to think bad of anybody, and that if I found the brooch back in the box when I went up stairs again, I should forgive whoever took it.

And what did Emma say? inquired Mr. Bodfish.

Emma said a lot o things, replied Mrs. Negget, angrily. Im sure by the lot she had to say youd ha thought she was the missis and me the servant. I gave her a months notice at once, and she went straight up stairs and sat on her box and cried.

Sat on her box? repeated the ex-constable, impressively. Oh!

Thats what I thought, said his niece, but it wasnt, because I got her off at last and searched it through and through. I never saw anything like her clothes in all my life. There was hardly a button or a tape on; and as for her stockings

She dont get much time, said Mr. Negget, slowly.

Thats right; I thought youd speak up for her, cried his wife, shrilly.

Look here began Mr. Negget, laying his pipe on the seat by his side and rising slowly.

Keep to the case in hand, said the ex-constable, waving him back to his seat again. Now, Lizzie.

I searched her box through and through, said his niece, but it wasnt there; then I came down again and had a rare good cry all to myself.

Thats the best way for you to have it, remarked Mr. Negget, feelingly.

Mrs. Neggets uncle instinctively motioned his niece to silence, and holding his chin in his hand, scowled frightfully in the intensity of thought.

See a cloo? inquired Mr. Negget, affably.

You ought to be ashamed of yourself, George, said his wife, angrily; speaking to uncle when hes looking like that.

Mr. Bodfish said nothing; it is doubtful whether he even heard these remarks; but he drew a huge notebook from his pocket, and after vainly trying to point his pencil by suction, took a knife from the table and hastily sharpened it.

Was the brooch there last night? he inquired.

It were, said Mr. Negget, promptly. Lizzie made me get up just as the owd clock were striking twelve to get her a lozenge.

It seems pretty certain that the brooch went since then, mused Mr. Bodfish.

It would seem like it to a plain man, said Mr. Negget, guardedly.

I should like to see the box, said Mr. Bodfish.

Mrs. Negget went up and fetched it and stood eyeing him eagerly as he raised the lid and inspected the contents. It contained only a few lozenges and some bone studs. Mr. Negget helped himself to a lozenge, and going back to his seat, breathed peppermint.

Properly speaking, that ought not to have been touched, said the ex-constable, regarding him with some severity.

Eh! said the startled farmer, putting his finger to his lips.

Never mind, said the other, shaking his head. Its too late now.

He doesnt care a bit, said Mrs. Negget, somewhat sadly. He used to keep buttons in that box with the lozenges until one night he gave me one by mistake. Yes, you may laugh  Im glad you can laugh.

Mr. Negget, feeling that his mirth was certainly ill-timed, shook for some time in a noble effort to control himself, and despairing at length, went into the back place to recover. Sounds of blows indicative of Emma slapping him on the back did not add to Mrs. Neggets serenity.

The point is, said the ex-constable, could anybody have come into your room while you was asleep and taken it?

No, said Mrs. Negget, decisively. Im a very poor sleeper, and Id have woke at once, but if a flock of elephants was to come in the room they wouldnt wake George. Hed sleep through anything.

Except her feeling under my piller for her handkerchief, corroborated Mr. Negget, returning to the sitting-room.

Mr. Bodfish waved them to silence, and again gave way to deep thought. Three times he took up his pencil, and laying it down again, sat and drummed on the table with his fingers. Then he arose, and with bent head walked slowly round and round the room until he stumbled over a stool.

Nobody came to the house this morning, I suppose? he said at length, resuming his seat.

Only Mrs. Driver, said his niece.

What time did she come? inquired Mr. Bodfish.

Here! look here! interposed Mr. Negget. Ive known Mrs. Driver thirty year amost.

What time did she come? repeated the ex-constable, pitilessly.

His niece shook her head. It might have been eleven, and again it might have been earlier, she replied. I was out when she came.

Out! almost shouted the other.

Mrs. Negget nodded.

She was sitting in here when I came back.

Her uncle looked up and glanced at the door behind which a small staircase led to the room above.

What was to prevent Mrs. Driver going up there while you were away? he demanded.

I shouldnt like to think that of Mrs. Driver, said his niece, shaking her head; but then in these days one never knows what might happen. Never. Ive given up thinking about it. However, when I came back, Mrs. Driver was here, sitting in that very chair you are sitting in now.

Mr. Bodfish pursed up his lips and made another note. Then he took a spill from the fireplace, and lighting a candle, went slowly and carefully up the stairs. He found nothing on them but two caked rims of mud, and being too busy to notice Mr. Neggets frantic signalling, called his nieces attention to them.

What do you think of that? he demanded, triumphantly.

Somebodys been up there, said his niece. It isnt Emma, because she hasnt been outside the house all day; and it cant be George, because he promised me faithful hed never go up there in his dirty boots.

Mr. Negget coughed, and approaching the stairs, gazed with the eye of a stranger at the relics as Mr. Bodfish hotly rebuked a suggestion of his nieces to sweep them up.

Seems to me, said the conscience-stricken Mr. Negget, feebly, as theyre rather large for a woman.

Mud cakes, said Mr. Bodfish, with his most professional manner; a small boot would pick up a lot this weather.

So it would, said Mr. Negget, and with brazen effrontery not only met his wifes eye without quailing, but actually glanced down at her boots.

Mr. Bodfish came back to his chair and ruminated. Then he looked up and spoke.

It was missed this morning at ten minutes past twelve, he said, slowly; it was there last night. At eleven oclock you came in and found Mrs. Driver sitting in that chair.

No, the one youre in, interrupted his niece.

It dont signify, said her uncle. Nobody else has been near the place, and Emmas box has been searched.

Thoroughly searched, testified Mrs. Negget.

Now the point is, what did Mrs. Driver come for this morning? resumed the ex-constable. Did she come

He broke off and eyed with dignified surprise a fine piece of wireless telegraphy between husband and wife. It appeared that Mr. Negget sent off a humorous message with his left eye, the right being for some reason closed, to which Mrs. Negget replied with a series of frowns and staccato shakes of the head, which her husband found easily translatable. Under the austere stare of Mr. Bodfish their faces at once regained their wonted calm, and the ex-constable in a somewhat offended manner resumed his inquiries.

Mrs. Driver has been here a good bit lately, he remarked, slowly.

Mr. Neggets eyes watered, and his mouth worked piteously.

If you cant behave yourself, George  began began his wife, fiercely.

What is the matter? demanded Mr. Bodfish. Im not aware that Ive said anything to be laughed at.

No more you have, uncle, retorted his niece; only George is such a stupid. Hes got an idea in his silly head that Mrs. Driver  But its all nonsense, of course.

Ive merely got a bit of an idea that its a wedding-ring, not a brooch, Mrs. Driver is after, said the farmer to the perplexed constable.

Mr. Bodfish looked from one to the other. But you always keep yours on, Lizzie, dont you? he asked.

Yes, of course, replied his niece, hurriedly; but George has always got such strange ideas. Dont take no notice of him.

Her uncle sat back in his chair, his face still wrinkled perplexedly; then the wrinkles vanished suddenly, chased away by a huge glow, and he rose wrathfully and towered over the match-making Mr. Negget. How dare you? he gasped.

Mr. Negget made no reply, but in a cowardly fashion jerked his thumb toward his wife.

Oh! George! How can you say so? said the latter.

I should never ha thought of it by myself, said the farmer; but I think theyd make a very nice couple, and Im sure Mrs. Driver thinks so.

The ex-constable sat down in wrathful confusion, and taking up his notebook again, watched over the top of it the silent charges and countercharges of his niece and her husband.

If I put my finger on the culprit, he asked at length, turning to his niece, what do you wish done to her?

Mrs. Negget regarded him with an expression which contained all the Christian virtues rolled into one.

Nothing, she said, softly. I only want my brooch back.

The ex-constable shook his head at this leniency.

Well, do as you please, he said, slowly. In the first place, I want you to ask Mrs. Driver here to tea to-morrow  oh, I dont mind Neggets ridiculous ideas  pity he hasnt got something better to think of; if shes guilty, Ill soon find it out. Ill play with her like a cat with a mouse. Ill make her convict herself.

Look here! said Mr. Negget, with sudden vigour. I wont have it. I wont have no woman asked here to tea to be got at like that. Theres only my friends comes here to tea, and if any friend stole anything o mine, Id be one o the first to hush it up.

If they were all like you, George, said his wife, angrily, where would the law be?

Or the police? demanded Mr. Bodfish, staring at him.

I wont have it! repeated the farmer, loudly. Im the law here, and Im the police here. That little tiny bit o dirt was off my boots, I dare say. I dont care if it was.

Very good, said Mr. Bodfish, turning to his indignant niece; if he likes to look at it that way, theres nothing more to be said. I only wanted to get your brooch back for you, thats all; but if hes against it

Im against your asking Mrs. Driver here to my house to be got at, said the farmer.

O course if you can find out who took the brooch, and get it back again anyway, thats another matter.

Mr. Bodfish leaned over the table toward his niece.

If I get an opportunity, Ill search her cottage, he said, in a low voice. Strictly speaking, it aint quite a legal thing to do, o course, but many o the finest pieces of detective work have been done by breaking the law. If shes a kleptomaniac, its very likely lying about somewhere in the house.

He eyed Mr. Negget closely, as though half expecting another outburst, but none being forthcoming, sat back in his chair again and smoked in silence, while Mrs. Negget, with a carpet-brush which almost spoke, swept the pieces of dried mud from the stairs.

Mr. Negget was the last to go to bed that night, and finishing his pipe over the dying fire, sat for some time in deep thought. He had from the first raised objections to the presence of Mr. Bodfish at the farm, but family affection, coupled with an idea of testamentary benefits, had so wrought with his wife that he had allowed her to have her own way. Now he half fancied that he saw a chance of getting rid of him. If he could only enable the widow to catch him searching her house, it was highly probable that the ex-constable would find the village somewhat too hot to hold him. He gave his right leg a congratulatory slap as he thought of it, and knocking the ashes from his pipe, went slowly up to bed.

He was so amiable next morning that Mr. Bodfish, who was trying to explain to Mrs. Negget the difference between theft and kleptomania, spoke before him freely. The ex-constable defined kleptomania as a sort of amiable weakness found chiefly among the upper circles, and cited the case of a lady of title whose love of diamonds, combined with great hospitality, was a source of much embarrassment to her guests.

For the whole of that day Mr. Bodfish hung about in the neighbourhood of the widows cottage, but in vain, and it would be hard to say whether he or Mr. Negget, who had been discreetly shadowing him, felt the disappointment most. On the day following, however, the ex-constable from a distant hedge saw a friend of the widows enter the cottage, and a little later both ladies emerged and walked up the road.

He watched them turn the corner, and then, with a cautious glance round, which failed, however, to discover Mr. Negget, the ex-constable strolled casually in the direction of the cottage, and approaching it from the rear, turned the handle of the door and slipped in.

He searched the parlour hastily, and then, after a glance from the window, ventured up stairs. And he was in the thick of his self-imposed task when his graceless nephew by marriage, who had met Mrs. Driver and referred pathetically to a raging thirst which he had hoped to have quenched with some of her home-brewed, brought the ladies hastily back again.

Ill go round the back way, said the wily Negget as they approached the cottage. I just want to have a look at that pig of yours.

He reached the back door at the same time as Mr. Bodfish, and placing his legs apart, held it firmly against the frantic efforts of the exconstable. The struggle ceased suddenly, and the door opened easily just as Mrs. Driver and her friend appeared in the front room, and the farmer, with a keen glance at the door of the larder which had just closed, took a chair while his hostess drew a glass of beer from the barrel in the kitchen.

Mr. Negget drank gratefully and praised the brew. From beer the conversation turned naturally to the police, and from the police to the listening Mr. Bodfish, who was economizing space by sitting on the bread-pan, and trembling with agitation.

Hes a lonely man, said Negget, shaking his head and glancing from the corner of his eye at the door of the larder. In his wildest dreams he had not imagined so choice a position, and he resolved to give full play to an idea which suddenly occurred to him.

I dare say, said Mrs. Driver, carelessly, conscious that her friend was watching her.

And the heart of a little child, said Negget; you wouldnt believe how simple he is.

Mrs. Clowes said that it did him credit, but, speaking for herself, she hadnt noticed it.

He was talking about you night before last, said Negget, turning to his hostess; not that thats anything fresh. He always is talking about you nowadays.

The widow coughed confusedly and told him not to be foolish.

Ask my wife, said the farmer, impressively; they were talking about you for hours. Hes a very shy man is my wifes uncle, but you should see his face change when your names mentioned.

As a matter of fact, Mr. Bodfishs face was at that very moment taking on a deeper shade of crimson.

Everything you do seems to interest him, continued the farmer, disregarding Mrs. Drivers manifest distress; he was asking Lizzie about your calling on Monday; how long you stayed, and where you sat; and after shed told him, Im blest if he didnt go and sit in the same chair!

This romantic setting to a perfectly casual action on the part of Mr. Bodfish affected the widow visibly, but its effect on the ex-constable nearly upset the bread-pan.

But here, continued Mr. Negget, with another glance at the larder, he might go on like that for years. Hes a wunnerful shy man  big, and gentle, and shy. He wanted Lizzie to ask you to tea yesterday.

Now, Mr. Negget, said the blushing widow. Do be quiet.

Fact, replied the farmer; solemn fact, I assure you. And he asked her whether you were fond of jewellery.

I met him twice in the road near here yesterday, said Mrs. Clowes, suddenly. Perhaps he was waiting for you to come out.

I dare say, replied the farmer. I shouldnt wonder but what hes hanging about somewhere near now, unable to tear himself away.

Mr. Bodfish wrung his hands, and his thoughts reverted instinctively to instances in his memory in which charges of murder had been altered by the direction of a sensible judge to manslaughter. He held his breath for the next words.

Mr. Negget drank a little more ale and looked at Mrs. Driver.

I wonder whether youve got a morsel of bread and cheese? he said, slowly. Ive come over that hungry
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Mrs. Driver fell back before the emerging form of Mr. Bodfish.

The widow and Mr. Bodfish rose simultaneously. It required not the brain of a trained detective to know that the cheese was in the larder. The unconscious Mrs. Driver opened the door, and then with a wild scream fell back before the emerging form of Mr. Bodfish into the arms of Mrs. Clowes. The glass of Mr. Negget smashed on the floor, and the farmer himself, with every appearance of astonishment, stared at the apparition open-mouthed.

Mr.  Bodfish! he said at length, slowly.

Mr. Bodfish, incapable of speech, glared at him ferociously.

Leave him alone, said Mrs. Clowes, who was ministering to her friend. Cant you see the mans upset at frightening her? Shes coming round, Mr. Bodfish; dont be alarmed.

Very good, said the farmer, who found his injured relatives gaze somewhat trying. Ill go, and leave him to explain to Mrs. Driver why he was hidden in her larder. It dont seem a proper thing to me.

Why, you silly man, said Mrs. Clowes, gleefully, as she paused at the door, that dont want any explanation. Now, Mr. Bodfish, were giving you your chance. Mind you make the most of it, and dont be too shy.

She walked excitedly up the road with the farmer, and bidding him good-bye at the corner, went off hastily to spread the news. Mr. Negget walked home soberly, and hardly staying long enough to listen to his wifes account of the finding of the brooch between the chest of drawers and the wall, went off to spend the evening with a friend, and ended by making a night of it.


IN THE LIBRARY

The fire had burnt low in the library, for the night was wet and warm. It was now little more than a grey shell, and looked desolate. Trayton Burleigh, still hot, rose from his armchair, and turning out one of the gas-jets, took a cigar from a box on a side-table and resumed his seat again.

The apartment, which was on the third floor at the back of the house, was a combination of library, study, and smoke-room, and was the daily despair of the old housekeeper who, with the assistance of one servant, managed the house. It was a bachelor establishment, and had been left to Trayton Burleigh and James Fletcher by a distant connection of both men some ten years before.

Trayton Burleigh sat back in his chair watching the smoke of his cigar through half-closed eyes. Occasionally he opened them a little wider and glanced round the comfortable, well-furnished room, or stared with a cold gleam of hatred at Fletcher as he sat sucking stolidly at his brier pipe. It was a comfortable room and a valuable house, half of which belonged to Trayton Burleigh; and yet he was to leave it in the morning and become a rogue and a wanderer over the face of the earth. James Fletcher had said so. James Fletcher, with the pipe still between his teeth and speaking from one corner of his mouth only, had pronounced his sentence.

It hasnt occurred to you, I suppose, said Burleigh, speaking suddenly, that I might refuse your terms.

No, said Fletcher, simply.

Burleigh took a great mouthful of smoke and let it roll slowly out.

I am to go out and leave you in possession? he continued. You will stay here sole proprietor of the house; you will stay at the office sole owner and representative of the firm? You are a good hand at a deal, James Fletcher.

I am an honest man, said Fletcher, and to raise sufficient money to make your defalcations good will not by any means leave me the gainer, as you very well know.

There is no necessity to borrow, began Burleigh, eagerly. We can pay the interest easily, and in course of time make the principal good without a soul being the wiser.

That you suggested before, said Fletcher, and my answer is the same. I will be no mans confederate in dishonesty; I will raise every penny at all costs, and save the name of the firm  and yours with it  but I will never have you darken the office again, or sit in this house after to-night.

You wont, cried Burleigh, starting up in a frenzy of rage.

I wont, said Fletcher. You can choose the alternative: disgrace and penal servitude. Dont stand over me; you wont frighten me, I can assure you. Sit down.

You have arranged so many things in your kindness, said Burleigh, slowly, resuming his seat again, have you arranged how I am to live?

You have two strong hands, and health, replied Fletcher. I will give you the two hundred pounds I mentioned, and after that you must look out for yourself. You can take it now.

He took a leather case from his breast pocket, and drew out a roll of notes. Burleigh, watching him calmly, stretched out his hand and took them from the table. Then he gave way to a sudden access of rage, and crumpling them in his hand, threw them into a corner of the room. Fletcher smoked on.

Mrs. Marl is out? said Burleigh, suddenly.

Fletcher nodded.

She will be away the night, he said, slowly; and Jane too; they have gone together somewhere, but they will be back at half-past eight in the morning.

You are going to let me have one more breakfast in the old place, then, said Burleigh. Half-past eight, half-past

He rose from his chair again. This time Fletcher took his pipe from his mouth and watched him closely. Burleigh stooped, and picking up the notes, placed them in his pocket.

If I am to be turned adrift, it shall not be to leave you here, he said, in a thick voice.

He crossed over and shut the door; as he turned back Fletcher rose from his chair and stood confronting him. Burleigh put his hand to the wall, and drawing a small Japanese sword from its sheath of carved ivory, stepped slowly toward him.

I give you one chance, Fletcher, he said, grimly. You are a man of your word. Hush this up and let things be as they were before, and you are safe.

Put that down, said Fletcher, sharply.

By  , I mean what I say! cried the other.

I mean what I said! answered Fletcher.

He looked round at the last moment for a weapon, then he turned suddenly at a sharp sudden pain, and saw Burleighs clenched fist nearly touching his breast-bone. The hand came away from his breast again, and something with it. It went a long way off. Trayton Burleigh suddenly went to a great distance and the room darkened. It got quite dark, and Fletcher, with an attempt to raise his hands, let them fall to his side instead, and fell in a heap to the floor.

He was so still that Burleigh could hardly realize that it was all over, and stood stupidly waiting for him to rise again. Then he took out his handkerchief as though to wipe the sword, and thinking better of it, put it back into his pocket again, and threw the weapon on to the floor.
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Burleigh, with a feeling of nausea, drew back toward the door.

The body of Fletcher lay where it had fallen, the white face turned up to the gas. In life he had been a commonplace-looking man, not to say vulgar; now Burleigh, with a feeling of nausea, drew back toward the door, until the body was hidden by the table, and relieved from the sight, he could think more clearly. He looked down carefully and examined his clothes and his boots. Then he crossed the room again, and with his face averted, turned out the gas. Something seemed to stir in the darkness, and with a faint cry he blundered toward the door before he had realized that it was the clock. It struck twelve.

He stood at the head of the stairs trying to recover himself; trying to think. The gas on the landing below, the stairs and the furniture, all looked so prosaic and familiar that he could not realize what had occurred. He walked slowly down and turned the light out. The darkness of the upper part of the house was now almost appalling, and in a sudden panic he ran down stairs into the lighted hall, and snatching a hat from the stand, went to the door and walked down to the gate.

Except for one window the neighbouring houses were in darkness, and the lamps shone tip a silent street. There was a little rain in the air, and the muddy road was full of pebbles. He stood at the gate trying to screw up his courage to enter the house again. Then he noticed a figure coming slowly up the road and keeping close to the palings.

The full realization of what he had done broke in upon him when he found himself turning to fly from the approach of the constable. The wet cape glistening in the lamplight, the slow, heavy step, made him tremble. Suppose the thing upstairs was not quite dead and should cry out? Suppose the constable should think it strange for him to be standing there and follow him in? He assumed a careless attitude, which did not feel careless, and as the man passed bade him good-night, and made a remark as to the weather.

Ere the sound of the others footsteps had gone quite out of hearing, he turned and entered the house again before the sense of companionship should have quite departed. The first flight of stairs was lighted by the gas in the hall, and he went up slowly. Then he struck a match and went up steadily, past the library door, and with firm fingers turned on the gas in his bedroom and lit it. He opened the window a little way, and sitting down on his bed, tried to think.

He had got eight hours. Eight hours and two hundred pounds in small notes. He opened his safe and took out all the loose cash it contained, and walking about the room, gathered up and placed in his pockets such articles of jewellery as he possessed.

The first horror had now to some extent passed, and was succeeded by the fear of death.

With this fear on him he sat down again and tried to think out the first moves in that game of skill of which his life was the stake. He had often read of people of hasty temper, evading the police for a time, and eventually falling into their hands for lack of the most elementary common sense. He had heard it said that they always made some stupid blunder, left behind them some damning clue. He took his revolver from a drawer and saw that it was loaded. If the worst came to the worst, he would die quickly.

Eight hours start; two hundred odd pounds. He would take lodgings at first in some populous district, and let the hair on his face grow. When the hue-and-cry had ceased, he would go abroad and start life again. He would go out of a night and post letters to himself, or better still, postcards, which his landlady would read. Postcards from cheery friends, from a sister, from a brother. During the day he would stay in and write, as became a man who described himself as a journalist.

Or suppose he went to the sea? Who would look for him in flannels, bathing and boating with ordinary happy mortals? He sat and pondered. One might mean life, and the other death. Which?

His face burned as he thought of the responsibility of the choice. So many people went to the sea at that time of year that he would surely pass unnoticed. But at the sea one might meet acquaintances. He got up and nervously paced the room again. It was not so simple, now that it meant so much, as he had thought.

The sharp little clock on the mantel-piece rang out one, followed immediately by the deeper note of that in the library. He thought of the clock, it seemed the only live thing in that room, and shuddered. He wondered whether the thing lying by the far side of the table heard it. He wondered  

He started and held his breath with fear. Somewhere down stairs a board creaked loudly, then another. He went to the door, and opening it a little way, but without looking out, listened. The house was so still that he could hear the ticking of the old clock in the kitchen below. He opened the door a little wider and peeped out. As he did so there was a sudden sharp outcry on the stairs, and he drew back into the room and stood trembling before he had quite realized that the noise had been made by the cat. The cry was unmistakable; but what had disturbed it?

There was silence again, and he drew near the door once more. He became certain that something was moving stealthily on the stairs. He heard the boards creak again, and once the rails of the balustrade rattled. The silence and suspense were frightful. Suppose that the something which had been Fletcher waited for him in the darkness outside?

He fought his fears down, and opening the door, determined to see what was beyond. The light from his room streamed out on to the landing, and he peered about fearfully. Was it fancy, or did the door of Fletchers room opposite close as he looked? Was it fancy, or did the handle of the door really turn?

In perfect silence, and watching the door as he moved, to see that nothing came out and followed him, he proceeded slowly down the dark stairs. Then his jaw fell, and he turned sick and faint again. The library door, which he distinctly remembered closing, and which, moreover, he had seen was closed when he went up stairs to his room, now stood open some four or five inches. He fancied that there was a rustling inside, but his brain refused to be certain. Then plainly and unmistakably he heard a chair pushed against the wall.

He crept to the door, hoping to pass it before the thing inside became aware of his presence. Something crept stealthily about the room. With a sudden impulse he caught the handle of the door, and, closing it violently, turned the key in the lock, and ran madly down the stairs.

A fearful cry sounded from the room, and a heavy hand beat upon the panels of the door. The house rang with the blows, but above them sounded the loud hoarse cries of human fear. Burleigh, half-way down to the hall, stopped with his hand on the balustrade and listened. The beating ceased, and a mans voice cried out loudly for Gods sake to let him out.

At once Burleigh saw what had happened and what it might mean for him. He had left the hall door open after his visit to the front, and some wandering bird of the night had entered the house. No need for him to go now. No need to hide either from the hangmans rope or the felons cell. The fool above had saved him. He turned and ran up stairs again just as the prisoner in his furious efforts to escape wrenched the handle from the door.

Whos there? he cried, loudly.

Let me out! cried a frantic voice. For Gods sake, open the door! Theres something here.

Stay where you are! shouted Burleigh, sternly. Stay where you are! If you come out, Ill shoot you like a dog!

The only response was a smashing blow on the lock of the door. Burleigh raised his pistol, and aiming at the height of a mans chest, fired through the panel.

The report and the crashing of the wood made one noise, succeeded by an unearthly stillness, then the noise of a window hastily opened. Burleigh fled hastily down the stairs, and flinging wide the hall door, shouted loudly for assistance.

It happened that a sergeant and the constable on the beat had just met in the road. They came toward the house at a run. Burleigh, with incoherent explanations, ran up stairs before them, and halted outside the library door. The prisoner was still inside, still trying to demolish the lock of the sturdy oaken door. Burleigh tried to turn the key, but the lock was too damaged to admit of its moving. The sergeant drew back, and, shoulder foremost, hurled himself at the door and burst it open.

He stumbled into the room, followed by the constable, and two shafts of light from the lanterns at their belts danced round the room. A man lurking behind the door made a dash for it, and the next instant the three men were locked together.

Burleigh, standing in the doorway, looked on coldly, reserving himself for the scene which was to follow. Except for the stumbling of the men and the sharp catch of the prisoners breath, there was no noise. A helmet fell off and bounced and rolled along the floor. The men fell; there was a sobbing snarl and a sharp click. A tall figure rose from the floor; the other, on his knees, still held the man down. The standing figure felt in his pocket, and, striking a match, lit the gas.

The light fell on the flushed face and fair beard of the sergeant. He was bare-headed, and his hair dishevelled. Burleigh entered the room and gazed eagerly at the half-insensible man on the floor-a short, thick-set fellow with a white, dirty face and a black moustache. His lip was cut and bled down his neck. Burleigh glanced furtively at the table. The cloth had come off in the struggle, and was now in the place where he had left Fletcher.

Hot work, sir, said the sergeant, with a smile. Its fortunate we were handy.

The prisoner raised a heavy head and looked up with unmistakable terror in his eyes.

All right, sir, he said, trembling, as the constable increased the pressure of his knee. I aint been in the house ten minutes altogether. By  , Ive not.

The sergeant regarded him curiously.

It dont signify, he said, slowly; ten minutes or ten seconds wont make any difference.

The man shook and began to whimper.

It was ere when I come, he said, eagerly; take that down, sir. Ive only just come, and it was ere when I come. I tried to get away then, but I was locked in.

What was? demanded the sergeant.

That, he said, desperately.

The sergeant, following the direction of the terror-stricken black eyes, stooped by the table. Then, with a sharp exclamation, he dragged away the cloth. Burleigh, with a sharp cry of horror, reeled back against the wall.

All right, sir, said the sergeant, catching him; all right. Turn your head away.

He pushed him into a chair, and crossing the room, poured out a glass of whiskey and brought it to him. The glass rattled against his teeth, but he drank it greedily, and then groaned faintly. The sergeant waited patiently. There was no hurry.

Who is it, sir? he asked at length.

My friend  Fletcher, said Burleigh, with an effort. We lived together. He turned to the prisoner.

You damned villain!

He was dead when I come in the room, gentlemen, said the prisoner, strenuously. He was on the floor dead, and when I see im, I tried to get out. S elp me he was. You heard me call out, sir. I shouldnt ha called out if Id killed him.

All right, said the sergeant, gruffly; youd better hold your tongue, you know.

You keep quiet, urged the constable.

The sergeant knelt down and raised the dead mans head.

I ad nothing to do with it, repeated the man on the floor. I ad nothing to do with it. I never thought of such a thing. Ive only been in the place ten minutes; put that down, sir.

The sergeant groped with his left hand, and picking up the Japanese sword, held it at him.

Ive never seen it before, said the prisoner, struggling.

It used to hang on the wall, said Burleigh. He must have snatched it down. It was on the wall when I left Fletcher a little while ago.

How long? inquired the sergeant.

Perhaps an hour, perhaps half an hour, was the reply. I went to my bedroom.

The man on the floor twisted his head and regarded him narrowly.

You done it! he cried, fiercely. You done it, and you want me to swing for it.

That ll do, said the indignant constable.

The sergeant let his burden gently to the floor again.

You hold your tongue, you devil! he said, menacingly.

He crossed to the table and poured a little spirit into a glass and took it in his hand. Then he put it down again and crossed to Burleigh.

Feeling better, sir? he asked.

The other nodded faintly.

You wont want this thing any more, said the sergeant.

He pointed to the pistol which the other still held, and taking it from him gently, put it into his pocket.

Youve hurt your wrist, sir, he said, anxiously.

Burleigh raised one hand sharply, and then the other.

This one, I think, said the sergeant. I saw it just now.

He took the others wrists in his hand, and suddenly holding them in the grip of a vice, whipped out something from his pocket  something hard and cold, which snapped suddenly on Burleighs wrists, and held them fast.

Thats right, said the sergeant; keep quiet.

The constable turned round in amaze; Burleigh sprang toward him furiously.

Take these things off! he choked. Have you gone mad? Take them off!

All in good time, said the sergeant.

Take them off! cried Burleigh again.

For answer the sergeant took him in a powerful grip, and staring steadily at his white face and gleaming eyes, forced him to the other end of the room and pushed him into a chair.

Collins, he said, sharply.

Sir? said the astonished subordinate.

Run to the doctor at the corner hard as you can run! said the other. This man is not dead!

As the man left the room the sergeant took up the glass of spirits he had poured out, and kneeling down by Fletcher again, raised his head and tried to pour a little down his throat. Burleigh, sitting in his corner, watched like one in a trance. He saw the constable return with the breathless surgeon, saw the three men bending over Fletcher, and then saw the eyes of the dying man open and the lips of the dying man move. He was conscious that the sergeant made some notes in a pocket-book, and that all three men eyed him closely. The sergeant stepped toward him and placed his hand on his shoulder, and obedient to the touch, he arose and went with him out into the night.


CAPTAIN ROGERS

A man came slowly over the old stone bridge, and averting his gaze from the dark river with its silent craft, looked with some satisfaction toward the feeble lights of the small town on the other side. He walked with the painful, forced step of one who has already trudged far. His worsted hose, where they were not darned, were in holes, and his coat and knee-breeches were rusty with much wear, but he straightened himself as he reached the end of the bridge and stepped out bravely to the taverns which stood in a row facing the quay.

He passed the Queen Anne  a mere beershop  without pausing, and after a glance apiece at the Royal George and the Trusty Anchor, kept on his way to where the Golden Key hung out a gilded emblem. It was the best house in Riverstone, and patronized by the gentry, but he adjusted his faded coat, and with a swaggering air entered and walked boldly into the coffee-room.

The room was empty, but a bright fire afforded a pleasant change to the chill October air outside. He drew up a chair, and placing his feet on the fender, exposed his tattered soles to the blaze, as a waiter who had just seen him enter the room came and stood aggressively inside the door.

Brandy and water, said the stranger; hot.

The coffee-room is for gentlemen staying in the house, said the waiter.

The stranger took his feet from the fender, and rising slowly, walked toward him. He was a short man and thin, but there was something so menacing in his attitude, and something so fearsome in his stony brown eyes, that the other, despite his disgust for ill-dressed people, moved back uneasily.

Brandy and water, hot, repeated the stranger; and plenty of it. Dye hear?

The man turned slowly to depart.

Stop! said the other, imperiously. Whats the name of the landlord here?

Mullet, said the fellow, sulkily.

Send him to me, said the other, resuming his seat; and hark you, my friend, more civility, or twill be the worse for you.

He stirred the log on the fire with his foot until a shower of sparks whirled up the chimney. The door opened, and the landlord, with the waiter behind him, entered the room, but he still gazed placidly at the glowing embers.

What do you want? demanded the landlord, in a deep voice.

The stranger turned a little weazened yellow face and grinned at him familiarly.

Send that fat rascal of yours away, he said, slowly.

The landlord started at his voice and eyed him closely; then he signed to the man to withdraw, and closing the door behind him, stood silently watching his visitor.

You didnt expect to see me, Rogers, said the latter.

My names Mullet, said the other, sternly. What do you want?

Oh, Mullet? said the other, in surprise. Im afraid Ive made a mistake, then. I thought you were my old shipmate, Captain Rogers. Its a foolish mistake of mine, as Ive no doubt Rogers was hanged years ago. You never had a brother named Rogers, did you?

I say again, what do you want? demanded the other, advancing upon him.

Since youre so good, said the other. I want new clothes, food, and lodging of the best, and my pockets filled with money.

You had better go and look for all those things, then, said Mullet. You wont find them here.

Ay! said the other, rising. Well, well  There was a hundred guineas on the head of my old shipmate Rogers some fifteen years ago. Ill see whether it has been earned yet.

If I gave you a hundred guineas, said the innkeeper, repressing his passion by a mighty effort, you would not be satisfied.

Reads like a book, said the stranger, in tones of pretended delight. What a man it is!

He fell back as he spoke, and thrusting his hand into his pocket, drew forth a long pistol as the innkeeper, a man of huge frame, edged toward him.

Keep your distance, he said, in a sharp, quick voice.

The innkeeper, in no wise disturbed at the pistol, turned away calmly, and ringing the bell, ordered some spirits. Then taking a chair, he motioned to the other to do the same, and they sat in silence until the staring waiter had left the room again. The stranger raised his glass.

My old friend Captain Rogers, he said, solemnly, and may he never get his deserts!

From what jail have you come? inquired Mullet, sternly.

Pon my soul, said the other, I have been in so many  looking for Captain Rogers  that I almost forget the last, but I have just tramped from London, two hundred and eighty odd miles, for the pleasure of seeing your damned ugly figure-head again; and now Ive found it, Im going to stay. Give me some money.

The innkeeper, without a word, drew a little gold and silver from his pocket, and placing it on the table, pushed it toward him.

Enough to go on with, said the other, pocketing it; in future it is halves. Dye hear me? Halves! And Ill stay here and see I get it.

He sat back in his chair, and meeting the others hatred with a gaze as steady as his own, replaced his pistol.

A nice snug harbor after our many voyages, he continued. Shipmates we were, shipmates well be; while Nick Gunn is alive you shall never want for company. Lord! Do you remember the Dutch brig, and the fat frightened mate?

I have forgotten it, said the other, still eyeing him steadfastly. I have forgotten many things. For fifteen years I have lived a decent, honest life. Pray God for your own sinful soul, that the devil in me does not wake again.

Fifteen years is a long nap, said Gunn, carelessly; what a godsend it ll be for you to have me by you to remind you of old times! Why, youre looking smug, man; the honest innkeeper to the life! Gad! whos the girl?

He rose and made a clumsy bow as a girl of eighteen, after a moments hesitation at the door, crossed over to the innkeeper.

Im busy, my dear, said the latter, somewhat sternly.

Our business, said Gunn, with another bow, is finished. Is this your daughter, Rog  Mullet?

My stepdaughter, was the reply.
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Gunn placed a hand, which lacked two fingers, on his breast.

Gunn placed a hand, which lacked two fingers, on his breast, and bowed again.

One of your fathers oldest friends, he said smoothly; and fallen on evil days; Im sure your gentle heart will be pleased to hear that your good father has requested me  for a time  to make his house my home.

Any friend of my fathers is welcome to me, sir, said the girl, coldly. She looked from the innkeeper to his odd-looking guest, and conscious of something strained in the air, gave him a little bow and quitted the room.

You insist upon staying, then? said Mullet, after a pause.

More than ever, replied Gunn, with a leer toward the door. Why, you dont think Im afraid, Captain? You should know me better than that.

Life is sweet, said the other.

Ay, assented Gunn, so sweet that you will share things with me to keep it.

No, said the other, with great calm. I am man enough to have a better reason.

No psalm singing, said Gunn, coarsely. And look cheerful, you old buccaneer. Look as a man should look who has just met an old friend never to lose him again.

He eyed his man expectantly and put his hand to his pocket again, but the innkeepers face was troubled, and he gazed stolidly at the fire.

See what fifteen years honest, decent life does for us, grinned the intruder.

The other made no reply, but rising slowly, walked to the door without a word.

Landlord, cried Gunn, bringing his maimed hand sharply down on the table.

The innkeeper turned and regarded him.

Send me in some supper, said Gunn; the best you have, and plenty of it, and have a room prepared. The best.

The door closed silently, and was opened a little later by the dubious George coming in to set a bountiful repast. Gunn, after cursing him for his slowness and awkwardness, drew his chair to the table and made the meal of one seldom able to satisfy his hunger. He finished at last, and after sitting for some time smoking, with his legs sprawled on the fender, rang for a candle and demanded to be shown to his room.

His proceedings when he entered it were but a poor compliment to his host. Not until he had poked and pried into every corner did he close the door. Then, not content with locking it, he tilted a chair beneath the handle, and placing his pistol beneath his pillow, fell fast asleep.

Despite his fatigue he was early astir next morning. Breakfast was laid for him in the coffee-room, and his brow darkened. He walked into the hall, and after trying various doors entered a small sitting-room, where his host and daughter sat at breakfast, and with an easy assurance drew a chair to the table. The innkeeper helped him without a word, but the girls hand shook under his gaze as she passed him some coffee.

As soft a bed as ever I slept in, he remarked.

I hope that you slept well, said the girl, civilly.

Like a child, said Gunn, gravely; an easy conscience. Eh, Mullet?

The innkeeper nodded and went on eating. The other, after another remark or two, followed his example, glancing occasionally with warm approval at the beauty of the girl who sat at the head of the table.

A sweet girl, he remarked, as she withdrew at the end of the meal; and no mother, I presume?

No mother, repeated the other.

Gunn sighed and shook his head.

A sad case, truly, he murmured. No mother and such a guardian. Poor soul, if she but knew! Well, we must find her a husband.

He looked down as he spoke, and catching sight of his rusty clothes and broken shoes, clapped his hand to his pocket; and with a glance at his host, sallied out to renew his wardrobe. The innkeeper, with an inscrutable face, watched him down the quay, then with bent head he returned to the house and fell to work on his accounts.

In this work Gunn, returning an hour later, clad from head to foot in new apparel, offered to assist him. Mullett hesitated, but made no demur; neither did he join in the ecstasies which his new partner displayed at the sight of the profits. Gunn put some more gold into his new pockets, and throwing himself back in a chair, called loudly to George to bring him some drink.

In less than a month the intruder was the virtual master of the Golden Key. Resistance on the part of the legitimate owner became more and more feeble, the slightest objection on his part drawing from the truculent Gunn dark allusions to his past and threats against his future, which for the sake of his daughter he could not ignore. His health began to fail, and Joan watched with perplexed terror the growth of a situation which was in a fair way of becoming unbearable.

The arrogance of Gunn knew no bounds. The maids learned to tremble at his polite grin, or his worse freedom, and the men shrank appalled from his profane wrath. George, after ten years service, was brutally dismissed, and refusing to accept dismissal from his hands, appealed to his master. The innkeeper confirmed it, and with lack-lustre eyes fenced feebly when his daughter, regardless of Gunns presence, indignantly appealed to him.

The man was rude to my friend, my dear, he said dispiritedly

If he was rude, it was because Mr. Gunn deserved it, said Joan, hotly.

Gunn laughed uproariously.

Gad, my dear, I like you! he cried, slapping his leg. Youre a girl of spirit. Now I will make you a fair offer. If you ask for George to stay, stay he shall, as a favour to your sweet self.

The girl trembled.

Who is master here? she demanded, turning a full eye on her father.

Mullet laughed uneasily.

This is business, he said, trying to speak lightly, and women cant understand it. Gunn is  is valuable to me, and George must go.

Unless you plead for him, sweet one? said Gunn.

The girl looked at her father again, but he turned his head away and tapped on the floor with his foot. Then in perplexity, akin to tears, she walked from the room, carefully drawing her dress aside as Gunn held the door for her.

A fine girl, said Gunn, his thin lips working; a fine spirit. Twill be pleasant to break it; but she does not know who is master here.

She is young yet, said the other, hurriedly.

I will soon age her if she looks like that at me again, said Gunn. By  , Ill turn out the whole crew into the street, and her with them, an I wish it. Ill lie in my bed warm o nights and think of her huddled on a doorstep.

His voice rose and his fists clenched, but he kept his distance and watched the other warily. The innkeepers face was contorted and his brow grew wet. For one moment something peeped out of his eyes; the next he sat down in his chair again and nervously fingered his chin.

I have but to speak, said Gunn, regarding him with much satisfaction, and you will hang, and your money go to the Crown. What will become of her then, think you?

The other laughed nervously.

Twould be stopping the golden eggs, he ventured.

Dont think too much of that, said Gunn, in a hard voice. I was never one to be baulked, as you know.

Come, come. Let us be friends, said Mullet; the girl is young, and has had her way.

He looked almost pleadingly at the other, and his voice trembled. Gunn drew himself up, and regarding him with a satisfied sneer, quitted the room without a word.

Affairs at the Golden Key grew steadily worse and worse. Gunn dominated the place, and his vile personality hung over it like a shadow. Appeals to the innkeeper were in vain; his health was breaking fast, and he moodily declined to interfere. Gunn appointed servants of his own choosing-brazen maids and foul-mouthed men. The old patrons ceased to frequent the Golden Key, and its bedrooms stood empty. The maids scarcely deigned to take an order from Joan, and the men spoke to her familiarly. In the midst of all this the innkeeper, who had complained once or twice of vertigo, was seized with a fit.

Joan, flying to him for protection against the brutal advances of Gunn, found him lying in a heap behind the door of his small office, and in her fear called loudly for assistance. A little knot of servants collected, and stood regarding him stupidly. One made a brutal jest. Gunn, pressing through the throng, turned the senseless body over with his foot, and cursing vilely, ordered them to carry it upstairs.

Until the surgeon came, Joan, kneeling by the bed, held on to the senseless hand as her only protection against the evil faces of Gunn and his proteges. Gunn himself was taken aback, the innkeepers death at that time by no means suiting his aims.

The surgeon was a man of few words and fewer attainments, but under his ministrations the innkeeper, after a long interval, rallied. The half-closed eyes opened, and he looked in a dazed fashion at his surroundings. Gunn drove the servants away and questioned the man of medicine. The answers were vague and interspersed with Latin. Freedom from noise and troubles of all kinds was insisted upon and Joan was installed as nurse, with a promise of speedy assistance.

The assistance arrived late in the day in the shape of an elderly woman, whose Spartan treatment of her patients had helped many along the silent road. She commenced her reign by punching the sick mans pillows, and having shaken him into consciousness by this means, gave him a dose of physic, after first tasting it herself from the bottle.

After the first rally the innkeeper began to fail slowly. It was seldom that he understood what was said to him, and pitiful to the beholder to see in his intervals of consciousness his timid anxiety to earn the good-will of the all-powerful Gunn. His strength declined until assistance was needed to turn him in the bed, and his great sinewy hands were forever trembling and fidgeting on the coverlet.

Joan, pale with grief and fear, tended him assiduously. Her stepfathers strength had been a proverb in the town, and many a hasty citizen had felt the strength of his arm. The increasing lawlessness of the house filled her with dismay, and the coarse attentions of Gunn became more persistent than ever. She took her meals in the sick-room, and divided her time between that and her own.

Gunn himself was in a dilemma. With Mullet dead, his power was at an end and his visions of wealth dissipated. He resolved to feather his nest immediately, and interviewed the surgeon. The surgeon was ominously reticent, the nurse cheerfully ghoulish.

Four days I give him, she said, calmly; four blessed days, not but what he might slip away at any moment.

Gunn let one day of the four pass, and then, choosing a time when Joan was from the room, entered it for a little quiet conversation. The innkeepers eyes were open, and, what was more to the purpose, intelligent.

Youre cheating the hangman, after all, snarled Gunn. Im off to swear an information.

The other, by a great effort, turned his heavy head and fixed his wistful eyes on him.

Mercy! he whispered. For her sake  give me  a little time!

To slip your cable, I suppose, quoth Gunn. Wheres your money? Wheres your hoard, you miser?

Mullet closed his eyes. He opened them again slowly and strove to think, while Gunn watched him narrowly. When he spoke, his utterance was thick and labored.

Come to-night, he muttered, slowly. Give me  time  I will make your  your fortune. But the nurse-watches.

Ill see to her, said Gunn, with a grin. But tell me now, lest you die first.

You will  let Joan  have a share? panted the innkeeper.

Yes, yes, said Gunn, hastily.

The innkeeper strove to raise himself in the bed, and then fell back again exhausted as Joans step was heard on the stairs. Gunn gave a savage glance of warning at him, and barring the progress of the girl at the door, attempted to salute her. Joan came in pale and trembling, and falling on her knees by the bedside, took her fathers hand in hers and wept over it. The innkeeper gave a faint groan and a shiver ran through his body.

It was nearly an hour after midnight that Nick Gunn, kicking off his shoes, went stealthily out onto the landing. A little light came from the partly open door of the sick-room, but all else was in blackness. He moved along and peered in.

The nurse was siting in a high-backed oak chair by the fire. She had slipped down in the seat, and her untidy head hung on her bosom. A glass stood on the small oak table by her side, and a solitary candle on the high mantel-piece diffused a sickly light. Gunn entered the room, and finding that the sick man was dozing, shook him roughly.

The innkeeper opened his eyes and gazed at him blankly.

Wake, you fool, said Gunn, shaking him again.

The other roused and muttered something incoherently. Then he stirred slightly.

The nurse, he whispered.

Shes safe enow, said Gunn. Ive seen to that.

He crossed the room lightly, and standing before the unconscious woman, inspected her closely and raised her in the chair. Her head fell limply over the arm.

Dead? inquired Mullet, in a fearful whisper.

Drugged, said Gunn, shortly. Now speak up, and be lively.

The innkeepers eyes again travelled in the direction of the nurse.

The men, he whispered; the servants.

Dead drunk and asleep, said Gunn, biting the words. The last day would hardly rouse them. Now will you speak, damn you!

I must  take care  of Joan, said the father.

Gunn shook his clenched hand at him.

My money  is  is said the other. Promise me on  your oath  Joan.

Ay, ay, growled Gunn; how many more times? Ill marry her, and she shall have what I choose to give her. Speak up, you fool! Its not for you to make terms. Where is it?

He bent over, but Mullet, exhausted with his efforts, had closed his eyes again, and half turned his head.

Where is it, damn you? said Gunn, from between his teeth.

Mullet opened his eyes again, glanced fearfully round the room, and whispered. Gunn, with a stifled oath, bent his ear almost to his mouth, and the next moment his neck was in the grip of the strongest man in Riverstone, and an arm like a bar of iron over his back pinned him down across the bed.

You dog! hissed a fierce voice in his ear. Ive got you  Captain Rogers at your service, and now you may tell his name to all you can. Shout it, you spawn of hell. Shout it!

He rose in bed, and with a sudden movement flung the other over on his back. Gunns eyes were starting from his head, and he writhed convulsively.

I thought you were a sharper man, Gunn, said Rogers, still in the same hot whisper, as he relaxed his grip a little; you are too simple, you hound! When you first threatened me I resolved to kill you. Then you threatened my daughter. I wish that you had nine lives, that I might take them all. Keep still!

He gave a half-glance over his shoulder at the silent figure of the nurse, and put his weight on the twisting figure on the bed.

You drugged the hag, good Gunn, he continued. To-morrow morning, Gunn, they will find you in your room dead, and if one of the scum you brought into my house be charged with the murder, so much the better. When I am well they will go. I am already feeling a little bit stronger, Gunn, as you see, and in a month I hope to be about again.

He averted his face, and for a time gazed sternly and watchfully at the door. Then he rose slowly to his feet, and taking the dead man in his arms, bore him slowly and carefully to his room, and laid him a huddled heap on the floor. Swiftly and noiselessly he put the dead mans shoes on and turned his pockets inside out, kicked a rug out of place, and put a guinea on the floor. Then he stole cautiously down stairs and set a small door at the back open. A dog barked frantically, and he hurried back to his room. The nurse still slumbered by the fire.

She awoke in the morning shivering with the cold, and being jealous of her reputation, rekindled the fire, and measuring out the dose which the invalid should have taken, threw it away. On these unconscious preparations for an alibi Captain Rogers gazed through half-closed lids, and then turning his grim face to the wall, waited for the inevitable alarm.


A TIGERS SKIN

The travelling sign-painter who was repainting the sign of the Cauliflower was enjoying a well-earned respite from his labours. On the old table under the shade of the elms mammoth sandwiches and a large slice of cheese waited in an untied handkerchief until such time as his thirst should be satisfied. At the other side of the table the oldest man in Claybury, drawing gently at a long clay pipe, turned a dim and regretful eye up at the old signboard.

Ive drunk my beer under it for pretty near seventy years, he said, with a sigh. Its a pity it couldnt ha lasted my time.

The painter, slowly pushing a wedge of sandwich into his mouth, regarded him indulgently.

Its all through two young gentlemen as was passing through ere a month or two ago, continued the old man; they told Smith, the landlord, theyd been looking all over the place for the Cauliflower, and when Smith showed em the sign they said they thought it was the George the Fourth, and a very good likeness, too.

The painter laughed and took another look at the old sign; then, with the nervousness of the true artist, he took a look at his own. One or two shadows  

He flung his legs over the bench and took up his brushes. In ten minutes the most fervent loyalist would have looked in vain for any resemblance, and with a sigh at the pitfalls which beset the artist he returned to his interrupted meal and hailed the house for more beer.

Theres nobody could mistake your sign for anything but a cauliflower, said the old man; it looks good enough to eat.

The painter smiled and pushed his mug across the table. He was a tender-hearted man, and once  when painting the sign of the Sir Wilfrid Lawson  knew himself what it was to lack beer. He began to discourse on art, and spoke somewhat disparagingly of the cauliflower as a subject. With a shake of his head he spoke of the possibilities of a spotted cow or a blue lion.

Talking of lions, said the ancient, musingly, I spose as you never eard tell of the Claybury tiger? It was afore your time in these parts, I expect.

The painter admitted his ignorance, and, finding that the allusion had no reference to an inn, pulled out his pipe and prepared to listen.

Its a while ago now, said the old man, slowly, and the circus the tiger belonged to was going through Claybury to get to Wickham, when, just as they was passing Gills farm, a steam-ingine they ad to draw some o the vans broke down, and they ad to stop while the blacksmith mended it. That being so, they put up a big tent and ad the circus ere.

I was one o them as went, and I must say it was worth the money, though Henry Walker was disappointed at the man who put is ead in the lions mouth. He said that the man frightened the lion first, before e did it.

It was a great night for Claybury, and for about a week nothing else was talked of. All the children was playing at being lions and tigers and such-like, and young Roberts pretty near broke is back trying to see if he could ride horseback standing up.

It was about two weeks after the circus ad gone when a strange thing appened: the big tiger broke loose. Bill Chambers brought the news first, aving read it in the newspaper while e was aving his tea. He brought out the paper and showed us, and soon after we eard all sorts o tales of its doings.

At first we thought the tiger was a long way off, and we was rather amused at it. Frederick Scott laughed imself silly amost up ere one night thinking ow surprised a man would be if e come ome one night and found the tiger sitting in his armchair eating the baby. It didnt seem much of a laughing matter to me, and I said so; none of us liked it, and even Sam Jones, as ad got twins for the second time, said Shame! But Frederick Scott was a man as would laugh at anything.

When we eard that the tiger ad been seen within three miles of Claybury things began to look serious, and Peter Gubbins said that something ought to be done, but before we could think of anything to do something appened.

We was sitting up ere one evening aving a mug o beer and a pipe  same as I might be now if Id got any baccy left  and talking about it, when we eard a shout and saw a ragged-looking tramp running toward us as ard as he could run. Every now and then hed look over is shoulder and give a shout, and then run arder than afore.

Its the tiger! ses Bill Chambers, and afore you could wink amost he was inside the house, aving first upset Smith and a pot o beer in the doorway.

Before he could get up, Smith ad to wait till we was all in. His langwidge was awful for a man as ad a license to lose, and everybody shouting Tiger! as they trod on im didnt ease is mind. He was inside amost as soon as the last man, though, and in a flash he ad the door bolted just as the tramp flung imself agin it, all out of breath and sobbing is hardest to be let in.

Open the door, he ses, banging on it.

Go away, ses Smith.

Its the tiger, screams the tramp; open the door.

You go away, ses Smith, youre attracting it to my place; run up the road and draw it off.

Just at that moment John Biggs, the blacksmith, come in from the taproom, and as soon as he eard wot was the matter e took down Smiths gun from behind the bar and said he was going out to look after the wimmen and children.

Open the door, he ses.

He was trying to get out and the tramp outside was trying to get in, but Smith held on to that door like a Briton. Then John Biggs lost is temper, and he ups with the gun  Smiths own gun, mind you  and fetches im a bang over the ead with it. Smith fell down at once, and afore we could elp ourselves the door was open, the tramp was inside, and John Biggs was running up the road, shouting is hardest.

We ad the door closed afore you could wink amost, and then, while the tramp lay in a corner aving brandy, Mrs. Smith got a bowl of water and a sponge and knelt down bathing er husbands ead with it.

Did you see the tiger? ses Bill Chambers.

See it? ses the tramp, with a shiver. Oh, Lord!

He made signs for more brandy, and Henery Walker, wot was acting as landlord, without being asked, gave it to im.

It chased me for over a mile, ses the tramp; my earts breaking.

He gave a groan and fainted right off. A terrible faint it was, too, and for some time we thought ed never come round agin. First they poured brandy down is throat, then gin, and then beer, and still e didnt come round, but lay quiet with is eyes closed and a horrible smile on is face.

He come round at last, and with nothing stronger than water, which Mrs. Smith kept pouring into is mouth. First thing we noticed was that the smile went, then is eyes opened, and suddenly e sat up with a shiver and gave such a dreadful scream that we thought at first the tiger was on top of us.

Then e told us ow he was sitting washing is shirt in a ditch, when he eard a snuffling noise and saw the ead of a big tiger sticking through the hedge the other side. He left is shirt and ran, and e said that, fortunately, the tiger stopped to tear the shirt to pieces, else is last hour would ave arrived.

When e ad finished Smith went upstairs and looked out of the bedroom winders, but e couldnt see any signs of the tiger, and e said no doubt it ad gone down to the village to see wot it could pick up, or praps it ad eaten John Biggs.

However that might be, nobody cared to go outside to see, and after it got dark we liked going ome less than ever.

Up to ten oclock we did very well, and then Smith began to talk about is license. He said it was all rubbish being afraid to go ome, and that, at any rate, the tiger couldnt eat more than one of us, and while e was doing that there was the chance for the others to get ome safe. Two or three of em took a dislike to Smith that night and told im so.

The end of it was we all slept in the tap-room that night. It seemed strange at first, but anything was better than going ome in the dark, and we all slept till about four next morning, when we woke up and found the tramp ad gone and left the front door standing wide open.

We took a careful look-out, and by-and-by first one started off and then another to see whether their wives and children ad been eaten or not. Not a soul ad been touched, but the wimmen and children was that scared there was no doing anything with em. None o the children would go to school, and they sat at ome all day with the front winder blocked up with a mattress to keep the tiger out.

Nobody liked going to work, but it ad to be done and as Farmer Gill said that tigers went to sleep all day and only came out toward evening we was a bit comforted. Not a soul went up to the Cauliflower that evening for fear of coming ome in the dark, but as nothing appened that night we began to ope as the tiger ad travelled further on.

Bob Pretty laughed at the whole thing and said e didnt believe there was a tiger; but nobody minded wot e said, Bob Pretty being, as Ive often told people, the black sheep o Claybury, wot with poaching and, wot was worse, is artfulness.

But the very next morning something appened that made Bob Pretty look silly and wish e adnt talked quite so fast; for at five oclock Frederick Scott, going down to feed is hins, found as the tiger ad been there afore im and ad eaten no less than seven of em. The side of the hin-ouse was all broke in, there was a few feathers lying on the ground, and two little chicks smashed and dead beside em.

The way Frederick Scott went on about it youd ardly believe. He said that Govinment ud ave to make it up to im, and instead o going to work e put the two little chicks and the feathers into a pudding basin and walked to Cudford, four miles off, where they ad a policeman.

He saw the policeman, William White by name, standing at the back door of the Fox and Hounds public house, throwing a andful o corn to the landlords fowls, and the first thing Mr. White ses was, its off my beat, he ses.

But you might do it in your spare time, Mr. White, ses Frederick Scott. Its very likely that the tigerll come back to my hin ouse for the rest of em, and hed be very surprised if e popped is ead in and see you there waiting for im.

Hed ave reason to be, ses Policeman White, staring at im.

Think of the praise youd get, said Frederick Scott, coaxing like.

Look ere, ses Policeman White, if you dont take yourself and that pudding basin off pretty quick, youll come along o me, dye see? Youve been drinking and youre in a excited state.

He gave Frederick Scott a push and follered im along the road, and every time Frederick stopped to ask im wot e was doing of e gave im another push to show im.

Frederick Scott told us all about it that evening, and some of the bravest of us went up to the Cauliflower to talk over wot was to be done, though we took care to get ome while it was quite light. That night Peter Gubbinss two pigs went. They were two o the likeliest pigs I ever seed, and all Peter Gubbins could do was to sit up in bed shivering and listening to their squeals as the tiger dragged em off. Pretty near all Claybury was round that sty next morning looking at the broken fence. Some of them looked for the tigers footmarks, but it was dry weather and they couldnt see any. Nobody knew whose turn it would be next, and the most sensible man there, Sam Jones, went straight off ome and killed his pig afore e went to work.

Nobody knew what to do; Farmer Hall said as it was a soldiers job, and e drove over to Wickham to tell the police so, but nothing came of it, and that night at ten minutes to twelve Bill Chamberss pig went. It was one o the biggest pigs ever raised in Claybury, but the tiger got it off as easy as possible. Bill ad the bravery to look out of the winder when e eard the pig squeal, but there was such a awful snarling noise that e daresnt move and or foot.

Dicky Weeds idea was for people with pigs and such-like to keep em in the house of a night, but Peter Gubbins and Bill Chambers both pointed out that the tiger could break a back door with one blow of is paw, and that if e got inside he might take something else instead o pig. And they said that it was no worse for other people to lose pigs than wot it was for them.

The odd thing about it was that all this time nobody ad ever seen the tiger except the tramp and people sent their children back to school agin and felt safe going about in the daytime till little Charlie Gubbins came running ome crying and saying that ed seen it. Next morning a lot more children see it and was afraid to go to school, and people began to wonder wot ud happen when all the pigs and poultry was eaten.

Then Henery Walker see it. We was sitting inside ere with scythes, and pitchforks, and such-like things handy, when we see im come in without is hat. His eyes were staring and is hair was all rumpled. He called for a pot o ale and drank it nearly off, and then e sat gasping and olding the mug between is legs and shaking is ead at the floor till everybody ad left off talking to look at im.

Wots the matter, Henery? ses one of em.

Dont ask me, ses Henery Walker, with a shiver.

You dont mean to say as ow youve seen the tiger? ses Bill Chambers.

Henery Walker didnt answer im. He got up and walked backards and forards, still with that frightened look in is eyes, and once or twice e give such a terrible start that e frightened us arf out of our wits. Then Bill Chambers took and forced im into a chair and give im two o gin and patted im on the back, and at last Henery Walker got is senses back agin and told us ow the tiger ad chased im all round and round the trees in Plashetts Wood until e managed to climb up a tree and escape it. He said the tiger ad kept im there for over an hour, and then suddenly turned round and bolted off up the road to Wickham.

It was a merciful escape, and everybody said so except Sam Jones, and e asked so many questions that at last Henery Walker asked im outright if e disbelieved is word.

Its all right, Sam, ses Bob Pretty, as ad come in just after Henery Walker. I see im with the tiger after im.

Wot? ses Henery, staring at him.

I see it all, Henery, ses Bob Pretty, and I see your pluck. It was all you could do to make up your mind to run from it. I believe if youd ad a fork in your and youd ave made a fight for it.

Everybody said Bravo!; but Henery Walker didnt seem to like it at all. He sat still, looking at Bob Pretty, and at last e ses, Where was you? e s,es.

Up another tree, Henery, where you couldnt see me, ses Bob Pretty, smiling at im.

Henery Walker, wot was drinking some beer, choked a bit, and then e put the mug down and went straight off ome without saying a word to anybody. I knew e didnt like Bob Pretty, but I couldnt see why e should be cross about is speaking up for im as e had done, but Bob said as it was is modesty, and e thought more of im for it.

After that things got worse than ever; the wimmen and children stayed indoors and kept the doors shut, and the men never knew when they went out to work whether theyd come ome agin. They used to kiss their children afore they went out of a morning, and their wives too, some of em; even men whod been married for years did. And several more of em see the tiger while they was at work, and came running ome to tell about it.

The tiger ad been making free with Claybury pigs and such-like for pretty near a week, and nothing ad been done to try and catch it, and wot made Claybury men madder than anything else was folks at Wickham saying it was all a mistake, and the tiger adnt escaped at all. Even parson, whod been away for a holiday, said so, and Henery Walker told is wife that if she ever set foot inside the church agin ed ask is old mother to come and live with em.

It was all very well for parson to talk, but the very night he come back Henery Walkers pig went, and at the same time George Kettle lost five or six ducks.

He was a quiet man, was George, but when is temper was up e didnt care for anything. Afore he came to Claybury e ad been in the Militia, and that evening at the Cauliflower e turned up with a gun over is shoulder and made a speech, and asked who was game to go with im and hunt the tiger. Bill Chambers, who was still grieving after is pig, said e would, then another man offered, until at last there was seventeen of em. Some of em ad scythes and some pitchforks, and one or two of em guns, and it was one o the finest sights I ever seed when George Kettle stood em in rows of four and marched em off.

They went straight up the road, then across Farmer Gills fields to get to Plashetts wood, where they thought the tiger ud most likely be, and the nearer they got to the wood the slower they walked. The sun ad just gone down and the wood looked very quiet and dark, but John Biggs, the blacksmith, and George Kettle walked in first and the others follered, keeping so close together that Sam Jones ad a few words over his shoulder with Bill Chambers about the way e was carrying is pitchfork.

Every now and then somebody ud say, Wots that! and theyd all stop and crowd together and think the time ad come, but it adnt, and then theyd go on agin, trembling, until theyd walked all round the wood without seeing anything but one or two rabbits. John Biggs and George Kettle wanted for to stay there till it was dark, but the others wouldnt ear of it for fear of frightening their wives, and just as it was getting dark they all come tramp, tramp, back to the Cauliflower agin.

Smith stood em arf a pint apiece, and they was all outside ere fancying theirselves a bit for wot theyd done when we see old man Parsley coming along on two sticks as fast as e could come.

Are you brave lads a-looking for the tiger? he asks.

Yes, ses John Biggs.

Then urry up, for the sake of mercy, ses old Mr. Parsley, putting is and on the table and going off into a fit of coughing; its just gone into Bob Prettys cottage. I was passing and saw it.

George Kettle snatches up is gun and shouts out to is men to come along. Some of em was for anging back at first, some because they didnt like the tiger and some because they didnt like Bob Pretty, but John Biggs drove em in front of im like a flock o sheep and then they gave a cheer and ran after George Kettle, full pelt up the road.

A few wimmen and children was at their doors as they passed, but they took fright and went indoors screaming. There was a lamp in Bob Prettys front room, but the door was closed and the ouse was silent as the grave.

George Kettle and the men with the guns went first, then came the pitchforks, and last of all the scythes. Just as George Kettle put is and on the door he eard something moving inside, and the next moment the door opened and there stood Bob Pretty.

What the dickens! e ses, starting back as e see the guns and pitchforks pointing at im.

Ave you killed it, Bob? ses George Kettle.

Killed wot? ses Bob Pretty. Be careful o them guns. Take your fingers off the triggers.

The tigers in your ouse, Bob, ses George Kettle, in a whisper. Ave you ony just come in?

Look ere, ses Bob Pretty. I dont want any o your games. You go and play em somewhere else.

It aint a game, ses John Biggs; the tigers in your ouse and were going to kill it. Now, then, lads.

They all went in in a eap, pushing Bob Pretty in front of em, till the room was full. Only one man with a scythe got in, and they wouldnt ave let im in if theyd known. It amost made em forget the tiger for the time.

George Kettle opened the door wot led into the kitchen, and then e sprang back with such a shout that the man with the scythe tried to escape, taking Henery Walker along with im. George Kettle tried to speak, but couldnt. All e could do was to point with is finger at Bob Prettys kitchen  and Bob Prettys kitchen was for all the world like a pork-butchers shop. There was joints o pork anging from the ceiling, two brine tubs as full as they could be, and quite a string of fowls and ducks all ready for market.

Wot dye mean by coming into my ouse? ses Bob Pretty, blustering. If you dont clear out pretty quick, Ill make you.

Nobody answered im; they was all examining ands o pork and fowls and such-like.

Theres the tiger, ses Henery Walker, pointing at Bob Pretty; thats wot old man Parsley meant.

Somebody go and fetch Policeman White, ses a voice.

I wish they would, ses Bob Pretty. Ill ave the law on you all for breaking into my ouse like this, see if I dont.

Whered you get all this pork from? ses the blacksmith.

And them ducks and hins? ses George Kettle.

Thats my bisness, ses Bob Pretty, staring em full in the face. I just ad a excellent oppertunity offered me of going into the pork and poultry line and I took it. Now, all them as doesnt want to buy any pork or fowls go out o my house.

Youre a thief, Bob Pretty! says Henery Walker. You stole it all.

Take care wot youre saying, Henery, ses Bob Pretty, else Ill make you prove your words.

You stole my pig, ses Herbert Smith.

Oh, ave I? ses Bob, reaching down a and o pork. Is that your pig? he ses.

Its just about the size o my pore pig, ses Herbert Smith.

Very usual size, I call it, ses Bob Pretty; and them ducks and hins very usual-looking hins and ducks, I call em, except that they dont grow em so fat in these parts. Its a fine thing when a mans doing a honest bisness to ave these charges brought agin im. Diseartening, I call it. I dont mind telling you that the tiger got in at my back winder the other night and took arf a pound o sausage, but you dont ear me complaining and going about calling other people thieves.

Tiger be hanged, ses Henery Walker, who was almost certain that a loin o pork on the table was off is pig; youre the only tiger in these parts.

Why, Henery, ses Bob Pretty, wot are you a-thinkin of? Wheres your memory? Why, its ony two or three days ago you see it and ad to get up a tree out of its way.

He smiled and shook is ead at im, but Henery Walker ony kept opening and shutting is mouth, and at last e went outside without saying a word.

And Sam Jones see it, too, ses Bob Pretty; didnt you, Sam?

Sam didnt answer im.

And Charlie Hall and Jack Minns and a lot more, ses Bob; besides, I see it myself. I can believe my own eyes, I spose?

Well have the law on you, ses Sam Jones.

As you like, ses Bob Pretty; but I tell you plain, Ive got all the bills for this properly made out, upstairs. And theres pretty near a dozen of you asll ave to go in the box and swear as you saw the tiger. Now, can I sell any of you a bit o pork afore you go? Its delicious eating, and as soon as you taste it youll know it wasnt grown in Claybury. Or a pair o ducks wot ave come from two undered miles off, and yet look as fresh as if they was ony killed last night.

George Kettle, whose ducks ad gone the night afore, went into the front room and walked up and down fighting for is breath, but it was all no good; nobody ever got the better o Bob Pretty. None of em could swear to their property, and even when it became known a month later that Bob Pretty and the tramp knew each other, nothing was done. But nobody ever eard any more of the tiger from that day to this.


A MIXED PROPOSAL

Major Brill, late of the Fenshire Volununteers, stood in front of the small piece of glass in the hatstand, and with a firm and experienced hand gave his new silk hat a slight tilt over the right eye. Then he took his cane and a new pair of gloves, and with a military but squeaky tread, passed out into the road. It was a glorious day in early autumn, and the soft English landscape was looking its best, but despite the fact that there was nothing more alarming in sight than a few cows on the hillside a mile away, the Major paused at his gate, and his face took on an appearance of the greatest courage and resolution before proceeding. The road was dusty and quiet, except for the children playing at cottage doors, and so hot that the Major, heedless of the fact that he could not replace the hat at exactly the same angle, stood in the shade of a tree while he removed it and mopped his heated brow.

He proceeded on his way more leisurely, overtaking, despite his lack of speed, another man who was walking still more slowly in the shade of the hedge.

Fine day, Halibut, he said, briskly; fine day.

Beautiful, said the other, making no attempt to keep pace with him.

Country wants rain, though, cried the Major over his shoulder.

Halibut assented, and walking slowly on, wondered vaguely what gaudy color it was that had attracted his eye. It dawned on him at length that it must be the Majors tie, and he suddenly quickened his pace, by no means reassured as the man of war also quickened his.

Halloa, Brill! he cried. Half a moment.

The Major stopped and waited for his friend; Halibut eyed the tie uneasily  it was fearfully and wonderfully made  but said nothing.

Well? said the Major, somewhat sharply.

Oh  I was going to ask you, Brill  Confound it! Ive forgotten what I was going to say now. I daresay I shall soon think of it. Youre not in a hurry?

Well, I am, rather, said Brill. Fact is  Is my hat on straight, Halibut?

The other assuring him that it was, the Major paused in his career, and gripping the brim with both hands, deliberately tilted it over the right eye again.

You were saying said Halibut, regarding this manoeuvre with secret disapproval.

Yes, murmured the Major, I was saying. Well, I dont mind telling an old friend like you, Halibut, though it is a profound secret. Makes me rather particular about my dress just now. Women notice these things. Im  shant get much sympathy from a confirmed old bachelor like you  but Im on my way to put a very momentous question.

The devil you are! said the other, blankly.

Sir! said the astonished Major.

Not Mrs. Riddel? said Halibut.

Certainly, sir, said the Major, stiffly. Why not?

Only that I am going on the same errand, said the confirmed bachelor, with desperate calmness.

The Major looked at him, and for the first time noticed an unusual neatness and dressiness in his friends attire. His collar was higher than usual; his tie, of the whitest and finest silk, bore a pin he never remembered to have seen before; and for the first time since he had known him, the Major, with a strange sinking at the heart, saw that he wore spats.

This is extraordinary, he said, briefly. Well, good-day, Halibut. Cant stop.

Good-day, said the other.

The Major quickened his pace and shot ahead, and keeping in the shade of the hedge, ground his teeth as the civilian on the other side of the road slowly, but surely, gained on him.

It became exciting. The Major was handicapped by his upright bearing and short military stride; the other, a simple child of the city, bent forward, swinging his arms and taking immense strides. At a by-lane they picked up three small boys, who, trotting in their rear, made it evident by their remarks that they considered themselves the privileged spectators of a foot-race. The Major could stand it no longer, and with a cut of his cane at the foremost boy, softly called a halt.

Well, said Halibut, stopping.

The mans manner was suspicious, not to say offensive, and the other had much ado to speak him fair.

This is ridiculous, he said, trying to smile. We cant walk in and propose in a duet. One of us must go to-day and the other to-morrow.

Certainly, said Halibut; thatll be the best plan.

So childish, said the Major, with a careless laugh, two fellows walking in hot and tired and proposing to her.

Absurd, replied Halibut, and both men eyed each other carefully.

So, if Im unsuccessful, old chap, said the Major, in a voice which he strove to render natural and easy, I will come straight back to your place and let you know, so as not to keep you in suspense.

Youre very good, said Halibut, with some emotion; but I think Ill take to-day, because I have every reason to believe that I have got one of my bilious attacks coming on to-morrow.

Pooh! fancy, my dear fellow, said the Major, heartily; I never saw you look better in my life.

Thats one of the chief signs, replied Halibut, shaking his head. Im afraid I must go to-day.

I really cannot waive my right on account of your bilious attack, said the Major haughtily.

Your right? said Halibut, with spirit.

My right! repeated the other. I should have been there before you if you had not stopped me in the first place.

But I started first, said Halibut.

Prove it, exclaimed the Major, warmly.

The other shrugged his shoulders.

I shall certainly not give way, he said, calmly. This is a matter in which my whole future is concerned. It seems very odd, not to say inconvenient, that you should have chosen the same day as myself, Brill, for such an errand  very odd.

Its quite an accident, asseverated the Major; as a matter of fact, Halibut, I nearly went yesterday. That alone gives me, I think, some claim to precedence.

Just so, said Halibut, slowly; it constitutes an excellent claim.

The Major regarded him with moistening eyes. This was generous and noble. His opinion of Halibut rose. And now you have been so frank with me, said the latter, it is only fair that you should know I started out with the same intention three days ago and found her out. So far as claims go, I think mine leads.

Pure matter of opinion, said the disgusted Major; it really seems as though we want an arbitrator. Well, well have to make our call together, I suppose, but Ill take care not to give you any opportunity, Halibut, so dont cherish any delusions on that point. Even you wouldnt have the hardihood to propose before a third party, I should think; but if you do, I give you fair warning that I shall begin, too.

This is most unseemly, said Halibut. Wed better both go home and leave it for another day.

When do you propose going, then? asked the Major.

Really, I havent made up my mind, replied the other.

The Major shrugged his shoulders.

It wont do, Halibut, he said, grimly; it wont do. Im too old a soldier to be caught that way.

There was a long pause. The Major mopped his brow again. Ive got it, he said at last.

Halibut looked at him curiously.

We must play for first proposal, said the Major, firmly. Were pretty evenly matched.

Chess? gasped the other, a whole world of protest in his tones.

Chess, repeated the Major.

It is hardly respectful, demurred Halibut. What do you think the lady would do if she heard of it?

Laugh, replied the Major, with conviction.

I believe she would, said the other, brightening. I believe she would.

You agree, then?

With conditions.

Conditions? repeated the Major.

One game, said Halibut, speaking very slowly and distinctly; and if the winner is refused, the loser not to propose until he gives him permission.

What the deuce for? inquired the other, suspiciously.

Suppose I win, replied Halibut, with suspicious glibness, and was so upset that I had one of my bilious attacks come on, where should I be? Why, I might have to break off in the middle and go home. A fellow cant propose when everything in the room is going round and round.

I dont think you ought to contemplate marriage, Halibut, remarked the Major, very seriously and gently.

Thanks, said Halibut, dryly.

Very well, said the Major, I agree to the conditions. Better come to my place and well decide it now. If we look sharp, the winner may be able to know his fate to-day, after all.

Halibut assenting, they walked back together. The feverish joy of the gambler showed in the Majors eye as they drew their chairs up to the little antique chess table and began to place their pieces ready for the fray. Then a thought struck him, and he crossed over to the sideboard.

If youre feeling a bit off colour, Halibut, he said, kindly, youd better have a little brandy to pull yourself together. I dont wish to take a mean advantage.

Youre very good, said the other, as he eyed the noble measure of liquid poured out by his generous adversary.

And now to business, said the Major, as he drew himself a little soda from a siphon.

Now to business, repeated Halibut, rising and placing his glass on the mantel-piece.

The Major struggled fiercely with his feelings, but, despite himself, a guilty blush lent colour to the others unfounded suspicions.

Remember the conditions, said Halibut, impressively.

Heres my hand on it, said the other, reaching over.

Halibut took it, and, his thoughts being at the moment far away, gave it a tender, respectful squeeze. The Major stared and coughed. It was suggestive of practice.

If the history of the duel is ever written, it will be found not unworthy of being reckoned with the most famous combats of ancient times. Piece after piece was removed from the board, and the Major drank glass after glass of soda to cool his heated brain. At the second glass Halibut took an empty tumbler and helped himself. Suddenly there was a singing in the Majors ears, and a voice, a hateful, triumphant voice, said,

Checkmate!

Then did his gaze wander from knight to bishop and bishop to castle in a vain search for succour. There was his king defied by a bishop  a bishop which had been hobnobbing with pawns in one corner of the board, and which he could have sworn he had captured and removed full twenty minutes before. He mentioned this impression to Halibut.

That was the other one, said his foe. I thought you had forgotten this. I have been watching and hoping so for the last half-hour.

There was no disguising the coarse satisfaction of the man. He had watched and hoped. Not beaten him, so the Major told himself, in fair play, but by taking a mean and pitiful advantage of a pure oversight. A sheer oversight. He admitted it.

Halibut rose with a sigh of relief, and the Major, mechanically sweeping up the pieces, dropped them one by one into the box.

Plenty of time, said the victor, glancing at the clock. I shall go now, but I should like a wash first.

The Major rose, and in his capacity of host led the way upstairs to his room, and poured fresh water for his foe. Halibut washed himself delicately, carefully trimming his hair and beard, and anxiously consulting the Major as to the set of his coat in the back, after he had donned it again.

His toilet completed, he gave a satisfied glance in the glass, and then followed the man of war sedately down stairs. At the hall he paused, and busied himself with the clothes-brush and hat-pad, modestly informing his glaring friend that he could not afford to throw any chances away, and then took his departure.

The Major sat up late that night waiting for news, but none came, and by breakfast-time next morning his thirst for information became almost uncontrollable. He toyed with a chop and allowed his coffee to get cold. Then he clapped on his hat and set off to Halibuts to know the worst.

Well? he inquired, as he followed the other into his dining-room.

I went, said Halibut, waving him to a chair.

Am I to congratulate you?

Well, I dont know, was the reply; perhaps not just yet.

What do you mean by that? said the Major, irascibly.

Well, as a matter of fact, said Halibut, she refused me, but so nicely and so gently that I scarcely minded it. In fact, at first I hardly realized that she had refused me.

The Major rose, and regarding his poor friend kindly, shook and patted him lightly on the shoulder.

Shes a splendid woman, said Halibut. Ornament to her sex, remarked the Major.

So considerate, murmured the bereaved one.

Good women always are, said the Major, decisively. I dont think Id better worry her to-day, Halibut, do you?

No, I dont, said Halibut, stiffly.

Ill try my luck to-morrow, said the Major.

I beg your pardon, said Halibut.

Eh? said the Major, trying to look puzzled.

You are forgetting the conditions of the game, replied Halibut. You have to obtain my permission first.

Why, my dear fellow, said the Major, with a boisterous laugh. I wouldnt insult you by questioning your generosity in such a case. No, no, Halibut, old fellow, I know you too well.

He spoke with feeling, but there was an anxious note in his voice.

We must abide by the conditions, said Halibut, slowly; and I must inform you, Brill, that I intend to renew the attack myself.

Then, sir, said the Major, fuming, you compel me to say  putting all modesty aside  that I believe the reason Mrs. Riddel would have nothing to do with you was because she thought somebody else might make a similar offer.

Thats what I thought, said Halibut, simply; but you see now that you have so unaccountably  so far as Mrs. Riddel is concerned  dropped out of the running, perhaps, if I am gently persistent, shell take me.

The Major rose and glared at him.

If you dont take care, old chap, said Halibut, tenderly, youll burst something.

Gently persistent, repeated the Major, staring at him; gently persistent.

Remember Bruce and his spider, smiled the other.

You are not going to propose to that poor woman nine times? roared his incensed friend.

I hope that it will not be necessary, was the reply; but if it is, I can assure you, my dear Brill, that Im not going to be outclassed by a mere spider.

But think of her feelings! gasped the Major.

I have, was the reply; and Im sure shell thank me for it afterward. You see, Brill, you and I are the only eligibles in the place, and now you are out of it, shes sure to take me sooner or later.

And pray how long am I to wait? demanded the Major, controlling himself with difficulty.

I cant say, said Halibut; but I dont think its any good your waiting at all, because if I see any signs that Mrs. Riddel is waiting for you I may just give her a hint of the hopelessness of it.

Youre a perfect Mephistopheles, sir! bawled the indignant Major. Halibut bowed.

Strategy, my dear Brill, he said, smiling; strategy. Now why waste your time? Why not make some other woman happy? Why not try her companion, Miss Philpotts? Im sure any little assistance

The Majors attitude was so alarming that the sentence was never finished, and a second later the speaker found himself alone, watching his irate friend hurrying frantically down the path, knocking the blooms off the geraniums with his cane as he went. He saw no more of him for several weeks, the Major preferring to cherish his resentment in the privacy of his house. The Major also refrained from seeing the widow, having a wholesome dread as to what effect the contemplation of her charms might have upon his plighted word.

He met her at last by chance. Mrs. Riddel bowed coldly and would have passed on, but the Major had already stopped, and was making wild and unmerited statements about the weather.

It is seasonable, she said, simply.

The Major agreed with her, and with a strong-effort regained his composure.

I was just going to turn back, he said, untruthfully; may I walk with you?

I am not going far, was the reply.

With soldierly courage the Major took this as permission; with feminine precision Mrs. Riddel walked about fifty yards and then stopped. I told you I wasnt going far, she said sweetly, as she held out her hand. Goodby.

I wanted to ask you something, said the Major, turning with her. I cant think what it was.

They walked on very slowly, the Majors heart beating rapidly as he told himself that the ladys coldness was due to his neglect of the past few weeks, and his wrath against Halibut rose to still greater heights as he saw the cruel position in which that schemer had placed him. Then he made a sudden resolution. There was no condition as to secrecy, and, first turning the conversation on to indoor amusements, he told the astonished Mrs. Riddel the full particulars of the fatal game. Mrs. Riddel said that she would never forgive them; it was the most preposterous thing she had ever heard of. And she demanded hotly whether she was to spend the rest of her life in refusing Mr. Halibut.

Do you play high as a rule? she inquired, scornfully.

Sixpence a game, replied the Major, simply.

The corners of Mrs. Riddels mouth relaxed, and her fine eyes began to water; then she turned her head away and laughed. It was very foolish of us, I admit, said the Major, ruefully, and very wrong. I shouldnt have told you, only I couldnt explain my apparent neglect without.

Apparent neglect? repeated the widow, somewhat haughtily.

Well, put it down to a guilty conscience, said the Major; it seems years to me since I have seen you.

Remember the conditions, Major Brill, said Mrs. Riddel, with severity.

I shall not transgress them, replied the Major, seriously.

Mrs. Riddel gave her head a toss, and regarded him from the corner of her eyes.

I am very angry with you, indeed, she said, severely. The Major apologized again. For losing, added the lady, looking straight before her.

Major Brill caught his breath and his knees trembled beneath him. He made a half-hearted attempt to seize her hand, and then remembering his position, sighed deeply and looked straight before him. They walked on in silence.

I think, said his companion at last, that, if you like, you can get back at cribbage what you lost at chess. That is, of course, if you really want to.

He wouldnt play, said the Major, shaking his head.

No, but I will, said Mrs. Riddel, with a smile. I think Ive got a plan.

She blushed charmingly, and then, in modest alarm at her boldness, dropped her voice almost to a whisper. The Major gazed at her in speechless admiration and threw back his head in ecstasy. Come round to-morrow afternoon, said Mrs. Riddel, pausing at the end of the lane. Mr. Halibut shall be there, too, and it shall be done under his very eyes.

Until that time came the Major sat at home carefully rehearsing his part, and it was with an air of complacent virtue that he met the somewhat astonished gaze of the persistent Halibut next day. It was a bright afternoon, but they sat indoors, and Mrs. Riddel, after an animated description of a game at cribbage with Miss Philpotts the night before, got the cards out and challenged Halibut to a game.

They played two, both of which the diplomatic Halibut lost; then Mrs. Riddel, dismissing him as incompetent, sat drumming on the table with her fingers, and at length challenged the Major. She lost the first game easily, and began the second badly. Finally, after hastily glancing at a new hand, she flung the cards petulantly on the table, face downward.

Would you like my hand, Major Brill? she demanded, with a blush.

Better than anything in the world, cried the Major, eagerly.

Halibut started, and Miss Philpotts nearly had an accident with her crochet hook. The only person who kept cool was Mrs. Riddel, and it was quite clear to the beholders that she had realized neither the ambiguity of her question nor the meaning of her opponents reply.

Well, you may have it, she said, brightly.

Before Miss Philpotts could lay down her work, before Mr. Halibut could interpose, the Major took possession of Mrs. Riddels small white hand and raised it gallantly to his lips. Mrs. Riddel, with a faint scream which was a perfect revelation to the companion, snatched her hand away. I meant my hand of cards, she said, breathlessly.

Really, Brill, really, said Halibut, stepping forward fussily.

Oh! said the Major, blankly; cards!

Thats what I meant, of course, said Mrs. Riddel, recovering herself with a laugh. I had no idea still  if you prefer The Major took her hand again, and Miss Philpotts set Mr. Halibut an example  which he did not follow  by gazing meditatively out of the window. Finally she gathered up her work and quitted the room. Mrs. Riddel smiled over at Mr. Halibut and nodded toward the Major.

[image: img232.jpg]

Dont you think Major Brill is somewhat hasty in his conclusions?

Dont you think Major Brill is somewhat hasty in his conclusions? she inquired, softly.

Ill tell Major Brill what I think of him when I get him alone, said the injured gentleman, sourly.


AN ADULTERATION ACT

Dr. Frank Carson had been dreaming tantalizing dreams of cooling, effervescent beverages. Over and over again in his dreams he had risen from his bed, and tripping lightly down to the surgery in his pajamas, mixed himself something long and cool and fizzy, without being able to bring the dream to a satisfactory termination.

With a sudden start he awoke. The thirst was still upon him; the materials for quenching it, just down one flight of stairs. He would have smacked his lips at the prospect if they had been moist enough to smack; as it was, he pushed down the bedclothes, and throwing one leg out of bed-became firmly convinced that he was still dreaming.

For the atmosphere was stifling and odorous, and the ceiling descended in an odd bulging curve to within a couple of feet of his head. Still half asleep, he raised his fist and prodded at it in astonishment  a feeling which gave way to one of stupefaction as the ceiling took another shape and swore distinctly.

I must be dreaming, mused the doctor; even the ceiling seems alive.

He prodded it again-regarding it closely this time. The ceiling at once rose to greater altitudes, and at the same moment an old face with bushy whiskers crawled under the edge of it, and asked him profanely what he meant by it. It also asked him whether he wanted something for himself, because, if so, he was going the right way to work.

Where am I? demanded the bewildered doctor. Mary! Mary!

He started up in bed, and brought his head in sudden violent contact with the ceiling. Then, before the indignant ceiling could carry out its threat of a moment before, he slipped out of bed and stood on a floor which was in its place one moment and somewhere else the next.

In the smell of bilge-water, tar, and the foetid atmosphere generally his clouded brain awoke to the fact that he was on board ship, but resolutely declined to inform him how he got there. He looked down in disgust at the ragged clothes which he had on in lieu of the usual pajamas; and then, as events slowly pieced themselves together in his mind, remembered, as the last thing that he could remember, that he had warned his friend Harry Thomson, solicitor, that if he had any more to drink it would not be good for him.

He wondered dimly as he stood whether Thomson was there too, and walking unsteadily round the forecastle, roused the sleepers, one by one, and asked them whether they were Harry Thomson, all answering with much fluency in the negative, until he came to one man who for some time made no answer at all.

The doctor shook him first and then punched him. Then he shook him again and gave him little scientific slaps, until at length Harry Thomson, in a far-away voice, said that he was all right.

Well, Im glad Im not alone, said the doctor, selfishly. Harry! Harry! Wake up!

All ri! said the sleeper; Im all ri!

The doctor shook him again, and then rolled him backward and forward in his bunk. Under this gentle treatment the solicitors faculties were somewhat brightened, and, half opening his eyes, he punched viciously at the disturber of his peace, until threatening voices from the gloom promised to murder both of them.

Where are we? demanded the doctor, of a deep voice from the other side of the forecastle which had been particularly threatening.

Barque Stella, o course, was the reply. Whered you think you was?

The doctor gripped the edge of his friends bunk and tried to think; then, a feeling of nausea overcoming all others, he clambered hurriedly up the forecastle ladder and lurched to the side of the vessel.

He leaned there for some time without moving, a light breeze cooling his fevered brow, and a small schooner some little distance from them playing seesaw, as he closed his eyes to the heaving blue sea. Land was conspicuous by its absence, and with a groan he turned and looked about him  at the white scrubbed deck, the snowy canvas towering aloft on lazily creaking spars, and the steersman leaning against the wheel regarding the officer who stood near by.

Dr. Carson, feeling a little better, walked sternly aft, the officer turning round and glancing in surprise at his rags as he approached.

I beg your pardon, began the doctor, in superior tones.

And what the devil do you want? demanded the second officer; who told you to come along here?

I want to know what this means, said the doctor, fiercely. How dare you kidnap us on your beastly bilge-tank?

Mans mad, murmured the astonished second officer.

Insufferable outrage! continued the doctor. Take us back to Melbourne at once.

You get forard, said the other sharply; get forard, and dont let me have any more of your lip.

I want to see the captain of this ship, cried the doctor; go and fetch him at once.
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He saw another tatterdemalion coming toward him.

The second officer gazed at him, limp with astonishment, and then turned to the steersman, as though unable to believe his ears. The steersman pointed in front of him, and the other gave a cry of surprise and rage as he saw another tatterdemalion coming with uncertain steps toward him.

Carson, said the new arrival, feebly; and coming closer to his friend, clung to him miserably.

Im just having it out with em, Thomson, said the doctor, energetically. My friend here is a solicitor. Tell him what ll happen if they dont take us back, Harry.

You seem to be unaware, my good fellow, said the solicitor, covering a large hole in the leg of his trousers with his hand, of the very dangerous situation in which you have placed yourselves. We have no desire to be harsh with you

Not at all, acquiesced the doctor, nodding at the second officer.

At the same time, continued Mr. Thomson at the He let go his friends arm and staggered away; the doctor gazed after him sympathetically.

His digestion is not all it should be, he said to the second officer, confidentially.

If you dont get forard in two twos, said that gentleman, explosively, Ill knock your heads off.

The doctor gazed at him in haughty disdain, and taking the limp Thomson by the arm, led him slowly away.

How did we get here? asked Mr. Harry Thomson, feebly.

The doctor shook his head.

How did we get these disgusting clothes on? continued his friend.

The doctor shook his head again. The last thing I can remember, Harry, he said, slowly, was imploring you not to drink any more.

I didnt hear you, said the solicitor, crustily; your speech was very indistinct last night.

Seemed so to you, I dare say, said the other.

Mr. Thomson shook his arm off, and clinging to the mainmast, leaned his cheek against it and closed his eyes. He opened them again at the sound of voices, and drew himself up as he saw the second officer coming along with a stern-visaged man of about fifty.

Are you the master of this vessel? inquired the doctor, stepping to his friends side.

What the blazes has that got to do with you? demanded the skipper. Look here, my lads; dont you play any of your little games on me, because they wont do. Youre both of you as drunk as owls.

Defamation of character, said the solicitor, feebly, to his friend.

Allow me, said the doctor, with his best manner, to inquire what all this means. I am Dr. Frank Carson, of Melbourne; this gentleman is my friend Mr. Thomson, of the same place, solicitor.

What? roared the skipper, the veins in his forehead standing out. Doctor! Solicitor! Why, you damned rascals, you shipped with me as cook and A. B.

Theres some mistake, said the doctor. Im afraid I shall have to ask you to take us back. I hope you havent come far.

Take those scarecrows away, cried the skipper, hoarsely; take them away before I do them a mischief. Ill have the law of somebody for shipping two useless lubbers as seamen. Look to me like pickpockets.

You shall answer for this, said Carson, foaming; were professional men, and were not going to be abused by a bargee.

Let him talk, said Mr. Thomson, hurriedly drawing his friend away from the irate skipper. Let him talk.

Ill put you both in quod when we get to Hong-kong, said the skipper. Meantime, no work, no food; dye hear? Start and cook the breakfast, Mr. Doctor; and you. Mr. Lawyer, turn to and ask the boy to teach you an A. Bs duties.

He walked back to the cabin; and the new cook was slowly pushed toward the galley by the second officer, the new A. B., under the same gentle guidance, being conducted back to the forecastle.

Fortunately for the new seamen the weather continued fine, but the heat of the galley was declared by the new cook to be insupportable. From the other hands they learned that they had been shipped with several others by a resourceful boarding-house master. The other hands, being men of plain speech, also said that they were brought aboard in a state of beastly and enviable intoxication, and chaffed crudely when the doctor attributed their apparent state of intoxication to drugs.
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You say youre a doctor?

You say youre a doctor? said the oldest seaman.

I am, said Carson, fiercely.

Wot sort of a doctor are you, if you dont know when your lickers been played with, then? asked the old man, as a grin passed slowly from mouth to mouth.

I suppose it is because I drink so seldom, said the doctor, loftily. I hardly know the taste of liquor myself, while as for my friend Mr. Thomson, you might almost call him a teetotaler.

Next door to one, said the solicitor, who was sewing a patch on his trousers, as he looked up approvingly.

You might call im a sailor, if you liked, said another seaman, but that wouldnt make him one. All I can say is I never ad enough time or money to get in the state you was both in when you come aboard.

If the forecastle was incredulous, the cabin was worse. The officers at first took but little notice of them, but feeling their torn and tattered appearance was against them, they put on so many airs and graces to counteract this that flesh and blood could not endure it quietly. The cook would allude to his friend as Mr. Thomson, while the A. B. would persist in referring, with a most affected utterance, to Dr. Carson.

Cook! bawled the skipper one day when they were about a week out.

Dr. Carson, who was peeling potatoes, stepped slowly out of the galley and went toward him.

You say Sir, when youre spoken to, said the skipper, fiercely.

The doctor sneered.

My  if you sneer at me, Ill knock your head off! said the other, with a wicked look.

When you get back to Melbourne, said the doctor, quietly, youll hear more of this.

Youre a couple of pickpockets aping the gentleman, said the skipper, and he turned to the mate. Mr. Mackenzie, what do these two ragamuffins look like?

Pickpockets, said the mate, dutifully.

Its a very handy thing, said the old man, jeeringly, to have a doctor aboard. First time Ive carried a surgeon.

Mr. Mackenzie guffawed loudly.

And a solicitor, said the skipper, gazing darkly at the hapless Harry Thomson, who was cleaning brasswork. Handy in case of disputes. Hes a real sea lawyer. Cook!

Sir? said the doctor, quietly.

Go down and tidy my cabin, and see you do it well.

The doctor went below without a word, and worked like a housemaid. When he came on deck again, his face wore a smile almost of happiness, and his hand caressed one trousers pocket as though it concealed a hidden weapon.

For the following three or four days the two unfortunates were worked unceasingly. Mr. Thomson complained bitterly, but the cook wore a sphinx-like smile and tried to comfort him.

It wont be for long, Harry, he said, consolingly.

The solicitor sniffed. I could write tract after tract on temperance, he said, bitterly. I wonder what our poor wives are thinking? I expect they have put us down as dead.

Crying their eyes out, said the doctor, wistfully; but theyll dry them precious quick when we get back, and ask all sorts of questions. What are you going to say, Harry?

The truth, said the solicitor, virtuously.

So am I, said his friend; but mind, we must both tell the same tale, whatever it is. Halloa! whats the matter?

Its the skipper, said the boy, who had just run up; he wants to see you at once. Hes dying.

He caught hold of the doctor by the sleeve; but Carson, in his most professional manner, declined to be hurried. He went leisurely down the companion-ladder, and met with a careless glance the concerned faces of the mate and second officer.

Come to the skipper at once, said the mate.

Does he want to see me? said the doctor, languidly, as he entered the cabin.

The skipper was lying doubled up in his bunk, his face twisted with pain. Doctor, he panted, give me something quick. Theres the medicine-chest.

Do you want some food, sir? inquired the other, respectfully.

Food be damned! said the sufferer. I want physic. Theres the medicine-chest. The doctor took it up and held it out to him. I dont want the lot, moaned the skipper.

I want you to give me something for red-hot corkscrews in the inside.

I beg your pardon, said the doctor, humbly; Im only the cook.

If you  dont  prescribe for me at once, said the skipper, Ill put you in irons.

The doctor shook his head. I shipped as cook, he said, slowly.

Give me something, for Heavens sake! said the skipper, humbly. Im dying. The doctor pondered.

If you dinna treat him at once, Ill break your skull, said the mate, persuasively.

The doctor regarded him scornfully, and turned to the writhing skipper.

My fee is half a guinea a visit, he said, softly; five shillings if you come to me.

Ill have half a guineas worth, said the agonized skipper.

The doctor took his wrist, and calmly drew the second officers watch from its owners pocket. Then he inspected the sick mans tongue, and shaking his head, selected a powder from the chest.

You mustnt mind its being nasty, he said. Wheres a spoon?

He looked round for one, but the skipper took the powder from his hand, and licked it from the paper as though it had been sherbet.

For mercys sake dont say its cholera, he gasped.

I wont say anything, said the doctor. Where did you say the money was?

The skipper pointed to his trousers, and Mr. Mackenzie, his national spirit rising in hot rage, took out the agreed amount and handed it to the physician.

Am I in danger? said the skipper.

Theres always danger, said the doctor, in his best bedside manner. Have you made your will?

The other, turning pale, shook his head. Perhaps youd like to see a solicitor? said Carson, in winning tones.

Im not bad enough for that, said the skipper, stoutly.

You must stay here and nurse the skipper, Mr. Mackenzie, said Carson, turning to the mate; and be good enough not to make that snuffling noise; its worrying to an invalid.

Snuffling noise? repeated the horror-struck mate.

Yes; youve got an unpleasant habit of snuffling, said the doctor; it sometimes. I worries me meant to speak to you about it before. You mustnt do it here. If you want to snuffle, go and snuffle on deck.

The frenzied outburst of the mate was interrupted by the skipper. Dont make that noise in my cabin, Mr. Mackenzie, he said, severely.

Both mates withdrew in dudgeon, and Carson, after arranging the sufferers bedclothes, quitted the cabin and sought his friend. Mr. Thomson was at first incredulous, but his eyes glistened brightly at the sight of the half-sovereign.

Better hide it, he said, apprehensively; the skipper ll have it back when he gets well; its the only coin weve got.

He wont get well, said Dr. Carson, easily; not till we get to Hong-kong, that is.

Whats the matter with him? whispered the solicitor.

The doctor, evading his eye, pulled a long face and shook his head. It may be the cooking, he said, slowly. Im not a good cook, I admit. It might be something got into the food from the medicine-chest. I shouldnt be at all surprised if the mates are taken bad too.

And indeed at that very moment the boy came rushing to the galley again, bawling out that Mr. Mackenzie was lying flat on his stomach in his bunk, punching the air with his fists and rending it with his language. The second officer appeared on deck as he finished his tale, and glancing forward, called out loudly for the cook.

Youre wanted, Frank, said the solicitor.

When he calls me doctor, Ill go, said the other, stiffly.

Cook! bawled the second officer. Cook! COOK!

He came running forward, his face red and angry, and his fist doubled. Didnt you hear me calling you? he demanded, fiercely.

Ive been promoted, said Carson, sweetly. Im ships surgeon now.

Come down below at once, or Ill take you there by the scruff of your neck, vociferated the other.

Youre not big enough, little man, said the doctor, still smiling. Well, well, lead the way, and well see what we can do.

He followed the speechless second officer below, and found the boys description of the first officers state as moonlight unto sunlight, as water unto wine. Even the second officer was appalled at the spectacle, and ventured a protest.

Gie me something at once, yelled Mr. Mackenzie.

Do you wish me to undertake your case? inquired the doctor, suavely.

Mr. Mackenzie said that he did, in seven long, abusive, and wicked sentences.

My fee is half a guinea, said the doctor, softly, poor people who cannot afford more, mates and the like, I sometimes treat for less.

Ill die first, howled the mate; you wont get any money out of me.

Very good, said the doctor, and rose to depart.

Bring him back, Rogers, yelled the mate; dont let him go.

But the second officer, with a strange awesome look in his eyes, was leaning back in his seat, tightly gripping the edge of the table in both hands.

Come, come, said the doctor, cheerily whats this? You mustnt be ill, Rogers. I want you to nurse these other two.

The other rose slowly to his feet and eyed him with lack-lustre eyes. Tell the third officer to take charge, he said, slowly; and if hes to be nurse as well, hes got his hands full.

The doctor sent the boy to apprise the third officer of his responsibilities, and then stood watching the extraordinary and snakelike convolutions of Mr. Mackenzie.

How much  did  ye say? hissed the latter.

Poor people, repeated the doctor, with relish, five shillings a visit; very poor people, half a crown.

Ill have half a crowns worth, moaned the miserable mate.

Mr. Mackenzie, said a faint voice from the skippers cabin.

Sir? yelled the mate, who was in torment.

Dont answer me like that, sir, said the skipper, sharply. Will you please to remember that Im ill, and cant bear that horrible noise youre making?

Im  ill  too, gasped the mate.

Ill? Nonsense! said the skipper, severely. We cant both be ill. How about the ship?

There was no reply, but from another cabin the voice of Mr. Rogers was heard calling wildly for medical aid, and offering impossible sums in exchange for it. The doctor went from cabin to cabin, and, first collecting his fees, administered sundry potions to the sufferers; and then, in his capacity of cook, went forward and made an unsavory mess he called gruel, which he insisted upon their eating.

Thanks to his skill, the invalids were freed from the more violent of their pains, but this freedom was followed by a weakness so alarming that they could hardly raise their heads from their pillows  a state of things which excited the intense envy of the third officer, who, owing to his responsibilities, might just as well have been without one.

In this state of weakness, and with the fear of impending dissolution before his eyes, the skipper sent for Mr. Harry Thomson, and after some comparisons between lawyers and sharks, in which stress was laid upon certain redeeming features of the latter, paid a guinea and made his will. His example, save in the amount of the fee, was followed by the mate; but Mr. Rogers, being approached tentatively by the doctor in his friends behalf, shook his head and thanked his stars he had nothing to leave. He had enjoyed his money, he said.

They mended slowly as they approached Hong-kong, though a fit of temper on Mr. Mackenzies part, during which he threw out ominous hints about having his money back, led to a regrettable relapse in his case. He was still in bed when they came to anchor in the harbour; but the skipper and his second officer were able to go above and exchange congratulations from adjoining deck-chairs.

You are sure it wasnt cholera? asked the harbour-masters deputy, who had boarded them in his launch, after he had heard the story.

Positive, said Carson.

Very fortunate thing they had you on board, said the deputy very fortunate.

The doctor bowed.

Seems so odd, the three of them being down with it, said the other; looks as though its infectious, doesnt it?

I dont think so, said the doctor, accepting with alacrity an offer to go ashore in the launch and change into some decent clothes. I think I know what it was.
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The second officer leaned forward.

The captain of the Stella pricked up his ears, and the second officer leaned forward with parted lips. Carson, accompanied by the deputy and the solicitor, walked toward the launch.

What was it? cried the skipper, anxiously.

I think that you ate something that disagreed with you, replied the doctor, grinning meaningly. Good-by, captain.

The master of the Stella made no reply, but rising feebly, tottered to the side, and shook his fist at the launch as it headed for the shore. Doctor Carson, who had had a pious upbringing, kissed his hand in return.


A GOLDEN VENTURE

The elders of the Tidger family sat at breakfast  Mrs. Tidger with knees wide apart and the youngest Tidger nestling in the valley of print-dress which lay between, and Mr. Tidger bearing on one moleskin knee a small copy of himself in a red flannel frock and a slipper. The larger Tidger children took the solids of their breakfast up and down the stone-flagged court outside, coming in occasionally to gulp draughts of very weak tea from a gallipot or two which stood on the table, and to wheedle Mr. Tidger out of any small piece of bloater which he felt generous enough to bestow.

Peg away, Ann, said Mr. Tidger, heartily.

His wifes elder sister shook her head, and passing the remains of her slice to one of her small nephews, leaned back in her chair. No appetite, Tidger, she said, slowly.

You should go in for carpentering, said Mr. Tidger, in justification of the huge crust he was carving into mouthfuls with his pocket-knife. Seems to me I cant eat enough sometimes. Hullo, whos the letter for?

He took it from the postman, who stood at the door amid a bevy of Tidgers who had followed him up the court, and slowly read the address.

Mrs. Ann Pullen, he said, handing it over to his sister-in-law; nice writing, too.

Mrs. Pullen broke the envelope, and after a somewhat lengthy search for her pocket, fumbled therein for her spectacles. She then searched the mantelpiece, the chest of drawers, and the dresser, and finally ran them to earth on the copper.

She was not a good scholar, and it took her some time to read the letter, a proceeding which she punctuated with such Ohs and Ahs and gaspings and God bless my souls as nearly drove the carpenter and his wife, who were leaning forward impatiently, to the verge of desperation.

Whos it from? asked Mr. Tidger for the third time.

I dont know, said Mrs. Pullen. Good gracious, who ever would ha thought it!

Thought what, Ann? demanded the carpenter, feverishly.

Why dont people write their names plain? demanded his sister-in-law, impatiently. Its got a printed name up in the corner; perhaps thats it. Well, I never did  I dont know whether Im standing on my head or my heels.

Youre sitting down, thats what youre a-doing, said the carpenter, regarding her somewhat unfavourably.

Perhaps its a take-in, said Mrs. Pullen, her lips trembling. Ive heard o such things. If it is, I shall never get over it  never.

Get  over  what? asked the carpenter.

It dont look like a take-in, soliloquized Mrs. Pullen, and I shouldnt think anybodyd go to all that trouble and spend a penny to take in a poor thing like me.

Mr. Tidger, throwing politeness to the winds, leaped forward, and snatching the letter from her, read it with feverish haste, tempered by a defective education.

Its a take-in, Ann, he said, his voice trembling; it must be.

What is? asked Mrs. Tidger, impatiently.

Looks like it, said Mrs. Pullen, feebly.

What is it? screamed Mrs. Tidger, wrought beyond all endurance.

Her husband turned and regarded her with much severity, but Mrs. Tidgers gaze was the stronger, and after a vain attempt to meet it, he handed her the letter.

Mrs. Tidger read it through hastily, and then snatching the baby from her lap, held it out with both arms to her husband, and jumping up, kissed her sister heartily, patting her on the back in her excitement until she coughed with the pain of it.

You dont think its a take-in, Polly? she inquired.

Take-in? said her sister; of course it aint. Lawyers dont play jokes; their times too valuable. No, youre an heiress all right, Ann, and I wish you joy. I couldnt be more pleased if it was myself.

She kissed her again, and going to pat her back once more, discovered that she had sunk down sufficiently low in her chair to obtain the protection of its back.

Two thousand pounds, said Mrs. Pullen, in an awestruck voice.

Ten hundered pounds twice over, said the carpenter, mouthing it slowly; twenty hundered pounds.

He got up from the table, and instinctively realizing that he could not do full justice to his feelings with the baby in his arms, laid it on the teatray in a puddle of cold tea and stood looking hard at the heiress.

I was housekeeper to her eleven years ago, said Mrs. Pullen. I wonder what she left it to me for?

Didnt know what to do with it, I should think, said the carpenter, still staring openmouthed.

Tidger, Im ashamed of you, said his wife, snatching her infant to her bosom. I expect you was very good to her, Ann.

I never ad no luck, said the impenitent carpenter. Nobody ever left me no money. Nobody ever left me so much as a fi-pun note.

He stared round disdainfully at his poor belongings, and drawing on his coat, took his bag from a corner, and hoisting it on his shoulder, started to his work. He scattered the news as he went, and it ran up and down the little main street of Thatcham, and thence to the outlying lanes and cottages. Within a couple of hours it was common property, and the fortunate legatee was presented with a congratulatory address every time she ventured near the door.

It is an old adage that money makes friends; the carpenter was surprised to find that the mere fact of his having a moneyed relation had the same effect, and that men to whom he had hitherto shown a certain amount of respect due to their position now sought his company. They stood him beer at the Bell, and walked by his side through the street. When they took to dropping in of an evening to smoke a pipe the carpenter was radiant with happiness.

You dont seem to see beyond the end of your nose, Tidger, said the wife of his bosom after they had retired one evening.

Hm? said the startled carpenter.

What do you think old Miller, the dealer, comes here for? demanded his wife.

Smoke his pipe, replied her husband, confidently.

And old Wiggett? persisted Mrs. Tidger.

Smoke his pipe, was the reply. Why, whats the matter, Polly?

Mrs. Tidger sniffed derisively. You men are all alike, she snapped. What do you think Ann wears that pink bodice for?

I never noticed she ad a pink bodice, Polly, said the carpenter.

No? Thats what I say. You men never notice anything, said his wife. If you dont send them two old fools off, I will.

Dont you like em to see Ann wearing pink? inquired the mystified Tidger.

Mrs. Tidger bit her lip and shook her head at him scornfully. In plain English, Tidger, as plain as I can speak it,  she said, severely, theyre after Ann and er bit o money.

Mr. Tidger gazed at her open-mouthed, and taking advantage of that fact, blew out the candle to hide his discomposure. What! he said, blankly, at er time o life?

Watch em to-morrer, said his wife.

The carpenter acted upon his instructions, and his ire rose as he noticed the assiduous attention paid by his two friends to the frivolous Mrs. Pullen. Mr. Wiggett, a sharp-featured little man, was doing most of the talking, while his rival, a stout, clean-shaven man with a slow, oxlike eye, looked on stolidly. Mr. Miller was seldom in a hurry, and lost many a bargain through his slowness  a fact which sometimes so painfully affected the individual who had outdistanced him that he would offer to let him have it at a still lower figure.
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You get younger than ever, Mrs. Pullen.

You get younger than ever, Mrs. Pullen, said Wiggett, the conversation having turned upon ages.

Young aint the word for it, said Miller, with a praiseworthy determination not to be left behind.

No; its age as youre thinking of, Mr. Wiggett, said the carpenter, slowly; none of us gets younger, do we, Ann?

Some of us keeps young in our ways, said Mrs. Pullen, somewhat shortly.

How old should you say Ann is now? persisted the watchful Tidger.

Mr. Wiggett shook his head. I should say shes about fifteen years younger nor me, he said, slowly, and Im as lively as a cricket.

Shes fifty-five, said the carpenter.

That makes you seventy, Wiggett, said Mr. Miller, pointedly. I thought you was more than that. You look it.

Mr. Wiggett coughed sourly. Im fifty-nine, he growled. Nothing ll make me believe as Mrs. Pullens fifty-five, nor anywhere near it.

Ho! said the carpenter, on his mettle ho! Why, my wife here was the sixth child, and she  He caught a gleam in the sixth childs eye, and expressed her age with a cough. The others waited politely until he had finished, and Mr. Tidger, noticing this, coughed again.

And she prompted Mr. Miller, displaying a polite interest.

She aint so young as she was, said the carpenter.

Cares of a family, said Mr. Wiggett, plumping boldly. I always thought Mrs. Pullen was younger than her.

So did I, said Mr. Miller, much younger.

Mr. Wiggett eyed him sharply. It was rather hard to have Miller hiding his lack of invention by participating in his compliments and even improving upon them. It was the way he dealt at market-listening to other dealers accounts of their wares, and adding to them for his own.

I was noticing you the other day, maam, continued Mr. Wiggett. I see you going up the road with a step free and easy as a young girls.

She allus walks like that, said Mr. Miller, in a tone of surprised reproof.

Its in the family, said the carpenter, who had been uneasily watching his wifes face.

Both of you seem to notice a lot, said Mrs. Tidger; much more than you used to.

Mr. Tidger, who was of a nervous and sensitive disposition, coughed again.

You ought to take something for that cough, said Mr. Wiggett, considerately.

Gin and beer, said Mr. Miller, with the air of a specialist.

Beds the best thing for it, said Mrs. Tidger, whose temper was beginning to show signs of getting out of hand.

Mr. Tidger rose and looked awkwardly at his visitors; Mr. Wiggett got up, and pretending to notice the time, said he must be going, and looked at Mr. Miller. That gentleman, who was apparently deep in some knotty problem, was gazing at the floor, and oblivious for the time to his surroundings.

Come along, said Wiggett, with feigned heartiness, slapping him on the back.

Mr. Miller, looking for a moment as though he would like to return the compliment, came back to everyday life, and bidding the company good-night, stepped to the door, accompanied by his rival. It was immediately shut with some violence.

They seem in a hurry, said Wiggett. I dont think I shall go there again.

I dont think I shall, said Mr. Miller.

After this neither of them was surprised to meet there again the next night, and indeed for several nights. The carpenter and his wife, who did not want the money to go out of the family, and were also afraid of offending Mrs. Pullen, were at their wits end what to do. Ultimately it was resolved that Tidger, in as delicate a manner as possible, was to hint to her that they were after her money. He was so vague and so delicate that Mrs. Pullen misunderstood him, and fancying that he was trying to borrow half a crown, made him a present of five shillings.

It was evident to the slower-going Mr. Miller that his rivals tongue was giving him an advantage which only the ever-watchful presence of the carpenter and his wife prevented him from pushing to the fullest advantage. In these circumstances he sat for two hours after breakfast one morning in deep cogitation, and after six pipes got up with a twinkle in his slow eyes which his brother dealers had got to regard as a danger signal.

He had only the glimmering of an idea at first, but after a couple of pints at the Bell everything took shape, and he cast his eyes about for an assistant. They fell upon a man named Smith, and the dealer, after some thought, took up his glass and went over to him.

I want you to do something for me, he remarked, in a mysterious voice.

Ah, Ive been wanting to see you, said Smith, who was also a dealer in a small way. One o them hins I bought off you last week is dead.

Ill give you another for it, said Miller.

And the others are so forgetful, continued Mr. Smith.

Forgetful? repeated the other.

Forget to lay, like, said Mr. Smith, musingly.

Never mind about them, said Mr. Miller, with some animation. I want you to do something for me. If it comes off all right, Ill give you a dozen hins and a couple of decentish-sized pigs.

Mr. Smith called a halt. Decentish-sized was vague.

Take your pick, said Mr. Miller. You know Mrs. Pullens got two thousand pounds

Wiggetts going to have it, said the other; he as good as told me so.

Hes after her money, said the other, sadly. Look ere, Smith, I want you to tell him shes lost it all. Say that Tidger told you, but you wasnt to tell anybody else. Wiggett ll believe you.

Mr. Smith turned upon him a face all wrinkles, lit by one eye. I want the hins and the pigs first, he said, firmly.

Mr. Miller, shocked at his grasping spirit, stared at him mournfully.

And twenty pounds the day you marry Mrs. Pullen, continued Mr. Smith.

Mr. Miller, leading him up and down the sawdust floor, besought him to listen to reason, and Mr. Smith allowed the better feelings of our common human nature to prevail to the extent of reducing his demands to half a dozen fowls on account, and all the rest on the day of the marriage. Then, with the delightful feeling that he wouldnt do any work for a week, he went out to drop poison into the ears of Mr. Wiggett.

Lost all her money! said the startled Mr. Wiggett. How?

I dont know how, said his friend. Tidger told me, but made me promise not to tell a soul. But I couldnt help telling you, Wiggett, cause I know what youre after.

Do me a favour, said the little man.

I will, said the other.

Keep it from Miller as long as possible. If you hear any one else talking of it, tell em to keep it from him. If he marries her Ill give you a couple of pints.

Mr. Smith promised faithfully, and both the Tidgers and Mrs. Pullen were surprised to find that Mr. Miller was the only visitor that evening. He spoke but little, and that little in a slow, ponderous voice intended for Mrs. Pullens ear alone. He spoke disparagingly of money, and shook his head slowly at the temptations it brought in its train. Give him a crust, he said, and somebody to halve it with  a home-made crust baked by a wife. It was a pretty picture, but somewhat spoiled by Mrs. Tidger suggesting that, though he had spoken of halving the crust, he had said nothing about the beer.

Half of my beer wouldnt be much, said the dealer, slowly.

Not the half you would give your wife wouldnt, retorted Mrs. Tidger.

The dealer sighed and looked mournfully at Mrs. Pullen. The lady sighed in return, and finding that her admirers stock of conversation seemed to be exhausted, coyly suggested a game of draughts. The dealer assented with eagerness, and declining the offer of a glass of beer by explaining that he had had one the day before yesterday, sat down and lost seven games right off. He gave up at the seventh game, and pushing back his chair, said that he thought Mrs. Pullen was the most wonderful draught-player he had ever seen, and took no notice when Mrs. Tidger, in a dry voice charged with subtle meaning, said that she thought he was.

Draughts come natural to some people, said Mrs. Pullen, modestly. Its as easy as kissing your fingers.

Mr. Miller looked doubtful; then he put his great fingers to his lips by way of experiment, and let them fall unmistakably in the widows direction. Mrs. Pullen looked down and nearly blushed. The carpenter and his wife eyed each other in indignant consternation.

Thats easy enough, said the dealer, and repeated the offense.

Mrs. Pullen got up in some confusion, and began to put the draught-board away. One of the pieces fell on the floor, and as they both stooped to recover it their heads bumped. It was nothing to the dealers, but Mrs. Pullen rubbed hers and sat down with her eyes watering. Mr. Miller took out his handkerchief, and going to the scullery, dipped it into water and held it to her head.

Is it better? he inquired.

A little better, said the victim, with a shiver.

Mr. Miller, in his emotion, was squeezing the handkerchief hard, and a cold stream was running down her neck.

Thank you. Its all right now.

The dealer replaced the handkerchief, and sat for some time regarding her earnestly. Then the carpenter and his wife displaying manifest signs of impatience, he took his departure, after first inviting himself for another game of draughts the following night.

He walked home with the air of a conqueror, and thought exultingly that the two thousand pounds were his. It was a deal after his own heart, and not the least satisfactory part about it was the way he had got the better of Wiggett.

He completed his scheme the following day after a short interview with the useful Smith. By the afternoon Wiggett found that his exclusive information was common property, and all Thatcham was marvelling at the fortitude with which Mrs. Pullen was bearing the loss of her fortune. With a view of being out of the way when the denial was published, Mr. Miller, after loudly expressing in public his sympathy for Mrs. Pullen and his admiration of her qualities, drove over with some pigs to a neighbouring village, returning to Thatcham in the early evening. Then hurriedly putting his horse up he made his way to the carpenters.

The Tidgers were at home when he entered, and Mrs. Pullen flushed faintly as he shook hands.

I was coming in before, he said, impressively, after what I heard this afternoon, but I had to drive over to Thorpe.

You eard it? inquired the carpenter, in an incredulous voice.

Certainly, said the dealer, and very sorry I was. Sorry for one thing, but glad for another.

The carpenter opened his mouth and seemed about to speak. Then he checked himself suddenly and gazed with interest at the ingenuous dealer.

Im glad, said Mr. Miller, slowly, as he nodded at a friend of Mrs. Tidgers who had just come in with a long face, because now that Mrs. Pullen is poor, I can say to her what I couldnt say while she was rich.

Again the astonished carpenter was about to speak, but the dealer hastily checked him with his hand.

One at a time, he said. Mrs. Pullen, I was very sorry to hear this afternoon, for your sake, that you had lost all your money. What I wanted to say to you now, now that you are poor, was to ask you to be Mrs. Miller. What dye say?

Mrs. Pullen, touched at so much goodness, wept softly and said, Yes. The triumphant Miller took out his handkerchief  the same that he had used the previous night, for he was not an extravagant man  and tenderly wiped her eyes.

Well, Im blowed! said the staring carpenter.

Ive got a nice little ouse, continued the wily Mr. Miller. Its a poor place, but nice, and well play draughts every evening. When shall it be?

When you like, said Mrs. Pullen, in a faint voice.

Ill put the banns up to-morrow, said the dealer.

Mrs. Tidgers lady friend giggled at so much haste, but Mrs. Tidger, who felt that she had misjudged him, was touched.

It does you credit, Mr. Miller, she said, warmly.

No, no, said the dealer; and then Mr. Tidger got up, and crossing the room, solemnly shook hands with him.

Money or no money, shell make a good wife, he said.

Im glad youre pleased, said the dealer, wondering at this cordiality.

I dont deny I thought you was after her money, continued the carpenter, solemnly. My missus thought so, too.

Mr. Miller shook his head, and said he thought they would have known him better.

Of course it is a great loss, said the carpenter. Money is money.

Thats all it is, though, said the slightly mystified Mr. Miller.

What I cant understand is, continued the carpenter, ow the news got about. Why, the neighbours knew of it a couple of hours before we did.

The dealer hid a grin. Then he looked a bit bewildered again.

I assure you, said the carpenter, it was known in the town at least a couple of hours before we got the letter.

Mr. Miller waited a minute to get perfect control over his features. Letter? he repeated, faintly.

The letter from the lawyers, said the carpenter.

Mr. Miller was silent again. His features were getting tiresome. He eyed the door furtively.

What-was-in-the letter? he asked.

Short and sweet, said the carpenter, with bitterness. Said it was all a mistake, because theyd been and found another will. People shouldnt make such mistakes.

Were all liable to make mistakes, said Miller, thinking he saw an opening.

Yes, we made a mistake when we thought you was after Anns money, assented the carpenter. Im sure I thought youd be the last man in the world to be pleased to hear that shed lost it. One thing is, youve got enough for both.

Mr. Miller made no reply, but in a dazed way strove to realize the full measure of the misfortune which had befallen him. The neighbour, with the anxiety of her sex to be the first with a bit of news, had already taken her departure. He thought of Wiggett walking the earth a free man, and of Smith with a three-months bill for twenty pounds. His pride as a dealer was shattered beyond repair, and emerging from a species of mist, he became conscious that the carpenter was addressing him.
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Well leave you two young things alone for a bit, said Mr. Tidger, heartily. Were going out. When youre tired o courting you can play draughts, and Ann will show you one or two of er moves. So long.


THREE AT TABLE

The talk in the coffee-room had been of ghosts and apparitions, and nearly everybody present had contributed his mite to the stock of information upon a hazy and somewhat thread-bare subject. Opinions ranged from rank incredulity to childlike faith, one believer going so far as to denounce unbelief as impious, with a reference to the Witch of Endor, which was somewhat marred by being complicated in an inexplicable fashion with the story of Jonah.

Talking of Jonah, he said solemnly, with a happy disregard of the fact that he had declined to answer several eager questions put to him on the subject, look at the strange tales sailors tell us.

I wouldnt advise you to believe all those, said a bluff, clean-shaven man, who had been listening without speaking much. You see when a sailor gets ashore hes expected to have something to tell, and his friends would be rather disappointed if he had not.

Its a well-known fact, interrupted the first speaker firmly, that sailors are very prone to see visions.

They are, said the other dryly, they generally see them in pairs, and the shock to the nervous system frequently causes headache next morning.

You never saw anything yourself? suggested an unbeliever.

Man and boy, said the other, Ive been at sea thirty years, and the only unpleasant incident of that kind occurred in a quiet English countryside.

And that? said another man.

I was a young man at the time, said the narrator, drawing at his pipe and glancing good-humouredly at the company. I, had just come back from China, and my own people being away I went down into the country to invite myself to stay with an uncle. When I got down to the place I found it closed and the family in the South of France; but as they were due back in a couple of days I decided to put up at the Royal George, a very decent inn, and await their return.

The first day I passed well enough; but in the evening the dulness of the rambling old place, in which I was the only visitor, began to weigh upon my spirits, and the next morning after a late breakfast I set out with the intention of having a brisk days walk.

I started off in excellent spirits, for the day was bright and frosty, with a powdering of snow on the iron-bound roads and nipped hedges, and the country had to me all the charm of novelty. It was certainly flat, but there was plenty of timber, and the villages through which I passed were old and picturesque.

I lunched luxuriously on bread and cheese and beer in the bar of a small inn, and resolved to go a little further before turning back. When at length I found I had gone far enough, I turned up a lane at right angles to the road I was passing, and resolved to find my way back by another route. It is a long lane that has no turning, but this had several, each of which had turnings of its own, which generally led, as I found by trying two or three of them, into the open marshes. Then, tired of lanes, I resolved to rely upon the small compass which hung from my watch chain and go across country home.

I had got well into the marshes when a white fog, which had been for some time hovering round the edge of the ditches, began gradually to spread. There was no escaping it, but by aid of my compass I was saved from making a circular tour and fell instead into frozen ditches or stumbled over roots in the grass. I kept my course, however, until at four oclock, when night was coming rapidly up to lend a hand to the fog, I was fain to confess myself lost.

The compass was now no good to me, and I wandered about miserably, occasionally giving a shout on the chance of being heard by some passing shepherd or farmhand. At length by great good luck I found my feet on a rough road driven through the marshes, and by walking slowly and tapping with my stick managed to keep to it. I had followed it for some distance when I heard footsteps approaching me.

We stopped as we met, and the new arrival, a sturdy-looking countryman, hearing of my plight, walked back with me for nearly a mile, and putting me on to a road gave me minute instructions how to reach a village some three miles distant.

I was so tired that three miles sounded like ten, and besides that, a little way off from the road I saw dimly a lighted window. I pointed it out, but my companion shuddered and looked round him uneasily.

You wont get no good there, he said, hastily.

Why not? I asked.

Theres a something there, sir, he replied, what tis I dunno, but the little un belonging to a gamekeeper as used to live in these parts see it, and it was never much good afterward. Some say as its a poor mad thing, others says as its a kind of animal; but whatever it is, it aint good to see.

Well, Ill keep on, then, I said. Goodnight.

He went back whistling cheerily until his footsteps died away in the distance, and I followed the road he had indicated until it divided into three, any one of which to a stranger might be said to lead straight on. I was now cold and tired, and having half made up my mind walked slowly back toward the house.

At first all I could see of it was the little patch of light at the window. I made for that until it disappeared suddenly, and I found myself walking into a tall hedge. I felt my way round this until I came to a small gate, and opening it cautiously, walked, not without some little nervousness, up a long path which led to the door. There was no light and no sound from within. Half repenting of my temerity I shortened my stick and knocked lightly upon the door.

I waited a couple of minutes and then knocked again, and my stick was still beating the door when it opened suddenly and a tall bony old woman, holding a candle, confronted me.

What do you want? she demanded gruffly.

Ive lost my way, I said, civilly; I want to get to Ashville.

Dont know it, said the old woman.

She was about to close the door when a man emerged from a room at the side of the hall and came toward us. An old man of great height and breadth of shoulder.

Ashville is fifteen miles distant, he said slowly.

If you will direct me to the nearest village, I shall be grateful, I remarked.

He made no reply, but exchanged a quick, furtive glance with the woman. She made a gesture of dissent.

The nearest place is three miles off, he said, turning to me and apparently trying to soften a naturally harsh voice; if you will give me the pleasure of your company, I will make you as comfortable as I can.

I hesitated. They were certainly a queer-looking couple, and the gloomy hall with the shadows thrown by the candle looked hardly more inviting than the darkness outside.

You are very kind, I murmured, irresolutely, but

Come in, he said quickly; shut the door, Anne.

Almost before I knew it I was standing inside and the old woman, muttering to herself, had closed the door behind me. With a queer sensation of being trapped I followed my host into the room, and taking the proffered chair warmed my frozen fingers at the fire.

Dinner will soon be ready, said the old man, regarding me closely. If you will excuse me.

I bowed and he left the room. A minute afterward I heard voices; his and the old womans, and, I fancied, a third. Before I had finished my inspection of the room he returned, and regarded me with the same strange look I had noticed before.

There will be three of us at dinner, he said, at length. We two and my son.

I bowed again, and secretly hoped that that look didnt run in the family.

I suppose you dont mind dining in the dark, he said, abruptly.

Not at all, I replied, hiding my surprise as well as I could, but really Im afraid Im intruding. If youll allow me

He waved his huge gaunt hands. Were not going to lose you now weve got you, he said, with a dry laugh. Its seldom we have company, and now weve got you well keep you. My sons eyes are bad, and he cant stand the light. Ah, here is Anne.

As he spoke the old woman entered, and, eyeing me stealthily, began to lay the cloth, while my host, taking a chair the other side of the hearth, sat looking silently into the fire. The table set, the old woman brought in a pair of fowls ready carved in a dish, and placing three chairs, left the room. The old man hesitated a moment, and then, rising from his chair, placed a large screen in front of the fire and slowly extinguished the candles.

Blind mans holiday, he said, with clumsy jocosity, and groping his way to the door opened it. Somebody came back into the room with him, and in a slow, uncertain fashion took a seat at the table, and the strangest voice I have ever heard broke a silence which was fast becoming oppressive.

A cold night, it said slowly.

I replied in the affirmative, and light or no light, fell to with an appetite which had only been sharpened by the snack in the middle of the day. It was somewhat difficult eating in the dark, and it was evident from the behaviour of my invisible companions that they were as unused to dining under such circumstances as I was. We ate in silence until the old woman blundered into the room with some sweets and put them with a crash upon the table.

Are you a stranger about here? inquired the curious voice again.

I replied in the affirmative, and murmured something about my luck in stumbling upon such a good dinner.

Stumbling is a very good word for it, said the voice grimly. You have forgotten the port, father.

So I have, said the old man, rising. Its a bottle of the Celebrated to-day; I will get it myself.

He felt his way to the door, and closing it behind him, left me alone with my unseen neighbour. There was something so strange about the whole business that I must confess to more than a slight feeling of uneasiness.

My host seemed to be absent a long time. I heard the man opposite lay down his fork and spoon, and half fancied I could see a pair of wild eyes shining through the gloom like a cats.

With a growing sense of uneasiness I pushed my chair back. It caught the hearthrug, and in my efforts to disentangle it the screen fell over with a crash and in the flickering light of the fire I saw the face of the creature opposite. With a sharp catch of my breath I left my chair and stood with clenched fists beside it. Man or beast, which was it? The flame leaped up and then went out, and in the mere red glow of the fire it looked more devilish than before.

For a few moments we regarded each other in silence; then the door opened and the old man returned. He stood aghast as he saw the warm firelight, and then approaching the table mechanically put down a couple of bottles.

I beg your pardon, said I, reassured by his presence, but I have accidentally overturned the screen. Allow me to replace it.

No, said the old man, gently, let it be.

We have had enough of the dark. Ill give you a light.

He struck a match and slowly lit the candles. Then  I saw that the man opposite had but the remnant of a face, a gaunt wolfish face in which one unquenched eye, the sole remaining feature, still glittered. I was greatly moved, some suspicion of the truth occurring to me.

My son was injured some years ago in a burning house, said the old man. Since then we have lived a very retired life. When you came to the door we his voice trembled, that is-my son

I thought, said the son simply, that it would be better for me not to come to the dinner-table. But it happens to be my birthday, and my father would not hear of my dining alone, so we hit upon this foolish plan of dining in the dark. Im sorry I startled you.

I am sorry, said I, as I reached across the table and gripped his hand, that I am such a fool; but it was only in the dark that you startled me.

From a faint tinge in the old mans cheek and a certain pleasant softening of the poor solitary eye in front of me I secretly congratulated myself upon this last remark.

We never see a friend, said the old man, apologetically, and the temptation to have company was too much for us. Besides, I dont know what else you could have done.

Nothing else half so good, Im sure, said I.

Come, said my host, with almost a sprightly air. Now we know each other, draw our chairs to the fire and lets keep this birthday in a proper fashion.

He drew a small table to the fire for the glasses and produced a box of cigars, and placing a chair for the old servant, sternly bade her to sit down and drink. If the talk was not sparkling, it did not lack for vivacity, and we were soon as merry a party as I have ever seen. The night wore on so rapidly that we could hardly believe our ears when in a lull in the conversation a clock in the hall struck twelve.

A last toast before we retire, said my host, pitching the end of his cigar into the fire and turning to the small table.

We had drunk several before this, but there was something impressive in the old mans manner as he rose and took up his glass. His tall figure seemed to get taller, and his voice rang as he gazed proudly at his disfigured son.

The health of the children my boy saved! he said, and drained his glass at a draught.

THE END
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THE MONEY-BOX

Sailormen are not good ands at saving money as a rule, said the night-watchman, as he wistfully toyed with a bad shilling on his watch-chain, though to ear em talk of saving when theyre at sea and there isnt a pub within a thousand miles of em, you might think different.
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It aint for the want of trying either with some of em, and Ive known men do all sorts o things as soon as they was paid off, with a view to saving. I knew one man as used to keep all but a shilling or two in a belt next to is skin so that he couldnt get at it easy, but it was all no good. He was always running short in the most inconvenient places. Ive seen im wriggle for five minutes right off, with a tramcar conductor standing over im and the other people in the tram reading their papers with one eye and watching him with the other.

Ginger Dick and Peter Russet  two men Ive spoke of to you afore  tried to save their money once. Theyd got so sick and tired of spending it all in praps a week or ten days arter coming ashore, and aving to go to sea agin sooner than they ad intended, that they determined some way or other to ave things different.

They was homeward bound on a steamer from Melbourne when they made their minds up; and Isaac Lunn, the oldest fireman aboard  a very steady old teetotaler  gave them a lot of good advice about it. They all wanted to rejoin the ship when she sailed agin, and e offered to take a room ashore with them and mind their money, giving em what e called a moderate amount each day.

They would ha laughed at any other man, but they knew that old Isaac was as honest as could be and that their money would be safe with im, and at last, after a lot of palaver, they wrote out a paper saying as they were willing for im to ave their money and give it to em bit by bit, till they went to sea agin.

Anybody but Ginger Dick and Peter Russet or a fool would ha known better than to do such a thing, but old Isaac ad got such a oily tongue and seemed so fair-minded about wot e called moderate drinking that they never thought wot they was letting themselves in for, and when they took their pay  close on sixteen pounds each  they put the odd change in their pockets and anded the rest over to him.

The first day they was as pleased as Punch. Old Isaac got a nice, respectable bedroom for them all, and arter theyd ad a few drinks they humoured im by aving a nice ot cup o tea, and then goin off with im to see a magic-lantern performance.

It was called The Drunkards Downfall, and it begun with a young man going into a nice-looking pub and being served by a nice-looking barmaid with a glass of ale. Then it got on to arf pints and pints in the next picture, and arter Ginger ad seen the lost young man put away six pints in about arf a minute, e got such a raging thirst on im that e couldnt sit still, and e whispered to Peter Russet to go out with im.

Youll lose the best of it if you go now, ses old Isaac, in a whisper; in the next picture theres little frogs and devils sitting on the edge of the pot as e goes to drink.

Ginger Dick got up and nodded to Peter.

Arter that e kills is mother with a razor, ses old Isaac, pleading with im and olding on to is coat.

Ginger Dick sat down agin, and when the murder was over e said it made im feel faint, and im and Peter Russet went out for a breath of fresh air. They ad three at the first place, and then they moved on to another and forgot all about Isaac and the dissolving views until ten oclock, when Ginger, who ad been very liberal to some friends ed made in a pub, found ed spent is last penny.

This comes o listening to a parcel o teetotalers, e ses, very cross, when e found that Peter ad spent all is money too. Here we are just beginning the evening and not a farthing in our pockets.

They went off ome in a very bad temper. Old Isaac was asleep in is bed, and when they woke im up and said that they was going to take charge of their money themselves e kept dropping off to sleep agin and snoring that ard they could scarcely hear themselves speak. Then Peter tipped Ginger a wink and pointed to Isaacs trousers, which were anging over the foot of the bed.

Ginger Dick smiled and took em up softly, and Peter Russet smiled too; but e wasnt best pleased to see old Isaac a-smiling in is sleep, as though e was aving amusing dreams. All Ginger found was a ha-penny, a bunch o keys, and a cough lozenge. In the coat and waistcoat e found a few tracks folded up, a broken pen-knife, a ball of string, and some other rubbish. Then e set down on the foot o their bed and made eyes over at Peter.

Wake im up agin, ses Peter, in a temper.

Ginger Dick got up and, leaning over the bed, took old Isaac by the shoulders and shook im as if ed been a bottle o medicine.

Time to get up, lads? ses old Isaac, putting one leg out o bed.

No, it aint, ses Ginger, very rough; we aint been to bed yet. We want our money back.

Isaac drew is leg back into bed agin. Goo night, he ses, and fell fast asleep.

Hes shamming, thats wot e is, ses Peter Russet. Lets look for it. It must be in the room somewhere.

They turned the room upside down pretty near, and then Ginger Dick struck a match and looked up the chimney, but all e found was that it adnt been swept for about twenty years, and wot with temper and soot e looked so frightful that Peter was arf afraid of im.

Ive ad enough of this, ses Ginger, running up to the bed and olding his sooty fist under old Isaacs nose. Now, then, wheres that money? If you dont give us our money, our ard-earned money, inside o two minutes, Ill break every bone in your body.

This is wot comes o trying to do you a favour, Ginger, ses the old man, reproachfully.

Dont talk to me, ses Ginger, cos I wont have it. Come on; where is it?

Old Isaac looked at im, and then he gave a sigh and got up and put on is boots and is trousers.

I thought I should ave a little trouble with you, he ses, slowly, but I was prepared for that.

Youll ave more if you dont hurry up, ses Ginger, glaring at im.

We dont want to urt you, Isaac, ses Peter Russet, we ony want our money.

I know that, ses Isaac; you keep still, Peter, and see fair-play, and Ill knock you silly arterwards.

He pushed some o the things into a corner and then e spat on is ands, and began to prance up and down, and duck is ead about and hit the air in a way that surprised em.

I aint hit a man for five years, e ses, still dancing up and down fightings sinful except in a good cause  but afore I got a new art, Ginger, Id lick three men like you afore breakfast, just to git up a appetite.
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Look, ere, ses Ginger; youre an old man and I dont want to urt you; tell us where our money is, our ard-earned money, and I wont lay a finger on you.

Im taking care of it for you, ses the old man.

Ginger Dick gave a howl and rushed at him, and the next moment Isaacs fist shot out and give im a drive that sent im spinning across the room until e fell in a heap in the fireplace. It was like a kick from a orse, and Peter looked very serious as e picked im up and dusted im down.

You should keep your eye on is fist, he ses, sharply.

It was a silly thing to say, seeing that that was just wot ad appened, and Ginger told im wot ed do for im when ed finished with Isaac. He went at the old man agin, but e never ad a chance, and in about three minutes e was very glad to let Peter elp im into bed.

Its your turn to fight him now, Peter, he ses. Just move this piller so as I can see.

Come on, lad, ses the old man.

Peter shook is ead. I have no wish to urt you, Isaac, he ses, kindly; excitement like fighting is dangerous for an old man. Give us our money and well say no more about it.

No, my lads, ses Isaac. Ive undertook to take charge o this money and Im going to do it; and I ope that when we all sign on aboard the Planet therell be a matter o twelve pounds each left. Now, I dont want to be arsh with you, but Im going back to bed, and if I ave to get up and dress agin youll wish yourselves dead.

He went back to bed agin, and Peter, taking no notice of Ginger Dick, who kept calling im a coward, got into bed alongside of Ginger and fell fast asleep.

They all ad breakfast in a coffee-shop next morning, and arter it was over Ginger, who adnt spoke a word till then, said that e and Peter Russet wanted a little money to go on with. He said they preferred to get their meals alone, as Isaacs face took their appetite away.

Very good, ses the old man. I dont want to force my company on nobody, and after thinking ard for a minute or two he put is and in is trouser-pocket and gave them eighteen-pence each.
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Thats your days allowance, ses Isaac, and its plenty. Theres ninepence for your dinner, fourpence for your tea, and twopence for a crust o bread and cheese for supper. And if you must go and drown yourselves in beer, that leaves threepence each to go and do it with.

Ginger tried to speak to im, but is feelings was too much for im, and e couldnt. Then Peter Russet swallered something e was going to say and asked old Isaac very perlite to make it a quid for im because he was going down to Colchester to see is mother, and e didnt want to go empty-anded.

Youre a good son, Peter, ses old Isaac, and I wish there was more like you. Ill come down with you, if you like; Ive got nothing to do.

Peter said it was very kind of im, but ed sooner go alone, owing to his mother being very shy afore strangers.

Well, Ill come down to the station and take a ticket for you, ses Isaac.

Then Peter lost is temper altogether, and banged is fist on the table and smashed arf the crockery. He asked Isaac whether e thought im and Ginger Dick was a couple o children, and e said if e didnt give em all their money right away ed give im in charge to the first policeman they met.

Im afraid you didnt intend for to go and see your mother, Peter, ses the old man.

Look ere, ses Peter, are you going to give us that money?

Not if you went down on your bended knees, ses the old man.

Very good, says Peter, getting up and walking outside; then come along o me to find a police-man.

Im agreeable, ses Isaac, but Ive got the paper you signed.

Peter said e didnt care twopence if ed got fifty papers, and they walked along looking for a police-man, which was a very unusual thing for them to do.

I ope for your sakes it wont be the same police-man that you and Ginger Dick set on in Gun Alley the night afore you shipped on the Planet, ses Isaac, pursing up is lips.

Taint likely to be, ses Peter, beginning to wish e adnt been so free with is tongue.

Still, if I tell im, I dessay hell soon find im, ses Isaac; theres one coming along now, Peter; shall I stop im?

Peter Russet looked at im and then he looked at Ginger, and they walked by grinding their teeth. They stuck to Isaac all day, trying to get their money out of im, and the names they called im was a surprise even to themselves. And at night they turned the room topsy-turvy agin looking for their money and ad more unpleasantness when they wanted Isaac to get up and let em search the bed.

They ad breakfast together agin next morning and Ginger tried another tack. He spoke quite nice to Isaac, and ad three large cups o tea to show im ow e was beginning to like it, and when the old man gave em their eighteen-pences e smiled and said ed like a few shillings extra that day.

Itll be all right, Isaac, he ses. I wouldnt ave a drink if you asked me to. Dont seem to care for it now. I was saying so to you ony last night, wasnt I, Peter?

You was, ses Peter; so was I.

Then Ive done you good, Ginger, ses Isaac, clapping im on the back.

You ave, ses Ginger, speaking between his teeth, and I thank you for it. I dont want drink; but I thought o going to a music-all this evening.

Going to wot? ses old Isaac, drawing imself up and looking very shocked.

A music-all, ses Ginger, trying to keep is temper.

A music-all, ses Isaac; why, its worse than a pub, Ginger. I should be a very poor friend o yours if I let you go there  I couldnt think of it.

Wots it got to do with you, you gray-whiskered serpent? screams Ginger, arf mad with rage. Why dont you leave us alone? Why dont you mind your own business? Its our money.

Isaac tried to talk to im, but e wouldnt listen, and he made such a fuss that at last the coffee-shop keeper told im to go outside. Peter follered im out, and being very upset they went and spent their days allowance in the first hour, and then they walked about the streets quarrelling as to the death theyd like old Isaac to ave when is time came.

They went back to their lodgings at dinner-time; but there was no sign of the old man, and, being ungry and thirsty, they took all their spare clothes to a pawnbroker and got enough money to go on with. Just to show their independence they went to two music-ails, and with a sort of idea that they was doing Isaac a bad turn they spent every farthing afore they got ome, and sat up in bed telling im about the spree theyd ad.

At five oclock in the morning Peter woke up and saw, to is surprise, that Ginger Dick was dressed and carefully folding up old Isaacs clothes. At first e thought that Ginger ad gone mad, taking care of the old mans things like that, but afore e could speak Ginger noticed that e was awake, and stepped over to im and whispered to im to dress without making a noise. Peter did as e was told, and, more puzzled than ever, saw Ginger make up all the old mans clothes in a bundle and creep out of the room on tiptoe.

Going to ide is clothes? e ses.

Yes, ses Ginger, leading the way downstairs; in a pawnshop. Well make the old man pay for to-days amusements.

Then Peter see the joke and e begun to laugh so ard that Ginger ad to threaten to knock is head off to quiet im. Ginger laughed imself when they got outside, and at last, arter walking about till the shops opened, they got into a pawnbrokers and put old Isaacs clothes up for fifteen shillings.
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First thing they did was to ave a good breakfast, and after that they came out smiling all over and began to spend a appy day. Ginger was in tip-top spirits and so was Peter, and the idea that old Isaac was in bed while they was drinking is clothes pleased them more than anything. Twice that evening policemen spoke to Ginger for dancing on the pavement, and by the time the money was spent it took Peter all is time to get im ome.

Old Isaac was in bed when they got there, and the temper e was in was shocking; but Ginger sat on is bed and smiled at im as if e was saying compliments to im.

Wheres my clothes? ses the old man, shaking is fist at the two of em.

Ginger smiled at im; then e shut is eyes and dropped off to sleep.

Wheres my clothes? ses Isaac, turning to Peter. Closhe? ses Peter, staring at im.

Where are they? ses Isaac.

It was a long time afore Peter could understand wot e meant, but as soon as e did e started to look for em. Drink takes people in different ways, and the way it always took Peter was to make im one o the most obliging men that ever lived. He spent arf the night crawling about on all fours looking for the clothes, and four or five times old Isaac woke up from dreams of earthquakes to find Peter ad got jammed under is bed, and was wondering what ad appened to im.

None of em was in the best o tempers when they woke up next morning, and Ginger ad ardly got is eyes open before Isaac was asking im about is clothes agin.

Dont bother me about your clothes, ses Ginger; talk about something else for a change.

Where are they? ses Isaac, sitting on the edge of is bed.

Ginger yawned and felt in is waistcoat pocket  for neither of em ad undressed  and then e took the pawn-ticket out and threw it on the floor. Isaac picked it up, and then e began to dance about the room as if ed gone mad.

Do you mean to tell me youve pawned my clothes? he shouts.

Me and Peter did, ses Ginger, sitting up in bed and getting ready for a row.

Isaac dropped on the bed agin all of a cap. And wot am I to do? he ses.

If you beave yourself, ses Ginger, and give us our money, me and Peterll go and get em out agin. When weve ad breakfast, that is. Theres no hurry.

But I avent got the money, ses Isaac; it was all sewn up in the lining of the coat. Ive ony got about five shillings. Youve made a nice mess of it, Ginger, you ave.

Youre a silly fool, Ginger, thats wot you are, ses Peter.

Sewn up in the lining of the coat? ses Ginger, staring.

The bank-notes was, ses Isaac, and three pounds in gold idden in the cap. Did you pawn that too?

Ginger got up in is excitement and walked up and down the room. We must go and get em out at once, he ses.

And wheres the money to do it with? ses Peter.

Ginger adnt thought of that, and it struck im all of a heap. None of em seemed to be able to think of a way of getting the other ten shillings wot was wanted, and Ginger was so upset that e took no notice of the things Peter kept saying to im.

Lets go and ask to see em, and say we left a railway-ticket in the pocket, ses Peter.

Isaac shook is ead. Theres ony one way to do it, he ses. We shall ave to pawn your clothes, Ginger, to get mine out with.

Thats the ony way, Ginger, ses Peter, brightening up. Now, wots the good o carrying on like that? Its no worse for you to be without your clothes for a little while than it was for pore old Isaac.

It took em quite arf an hour afore they could get Ginger to see it. First of all e wanted Peters clothes to be took instead of is, and when Peter pointed out that they was too shabby to fetch ten shillings e ad a lot o nasty things to say about wearing such old rags, and at last, in a terrible temper, e took is clothes off and pitched em in a eap on the floor.

If you aint back in arf an hour, Peter, e ses, scowling at im, youll ear from me, I can tell you.

Dont you worry about that, ses Isaac, with a smile. Im going to take em.

You? ses Ginger; but you cant. You aint got no clothes.

Im going to wear Peters, ses Isaac, with a smile.

Peter asked im to listen to reason, but it was all no good. Hed got the pawn-ticket, and at last Peter, forgetting all hed said to Ginger Dick about using bad langwidge, took is clothes off, one by one, and dashed em on the floor, and told Isaac some of the things e thought of im.

The old man didnt take any notice of im. He dressed imself up very slow and careful in Peters clothes, and then e drove em nearly crazy by wasting time making is bed.

Be as quick as you can, Isaac, ses Ginger, at last; think of us two a-sitting ere waiting for you.

I shant forget it, ses Isaac, and e came back to the door after ed gone arf-way down the stairs to ask em not to go out on the drink while e was away.

It was nine oclock when he went, and at ha-past nine Ginger began to get impatient and wondered wot ad appened to im, and when ten oclock came and no Isaac they was both leaning out of the winder with blankets over their shoulders looking up the road. By eleven oclock Peter was in very low spirits and Ginger was so mad e was afraid to speak to im.

They spent the rest o that day anging out of the winder, but it was not till ha-past four in the after-noon that Isaac, still wearing Peters clothes and carrying a couple of large green plants under is arm, turned into the road, and from the way e was smiling they thought it must be all right.

Wot ave you been such a long time for? ses Ginger, in a low, fierce voice, as Isaac stopped underneath the winder and nodded up to em.

I met a old friend, ses Isaac.

Met a old friend? ses Ginger, in a passion. Wot dye mean, wasting time like that while we was sitting up ere waiting and starving?

I adnt seen im for years, ses Isaac, and time slipped away afore I noticed it.

I dessay, ses Ginger, in a bitter voice. Well, is the money all right?

I dont know, ses Isaac; I aint got the clothes.

Wot? ses Ginger, nearly falling out of the winder. Well, wot ave you done with mine, then? Where are they? Come upstairs.

I wont come upstairs, Ginger, ses Isaac, because Im not quite sure whether Ive done right. But Im not used to going into pawnshops, and I walked about trying to make up my mind to go in and couldnt.

Well, wot did you do then? ses Ginger, ardly able to contain hisself.

While I was trying to make up my mind, ses old Isaac, I see a man with a barrer of lovely plants. E wasnt asking money for em, only old clothes.

Old clothes? ses Ginger, in a voice as if e was being suffocated.

I thought theyd be a bit o green for you to look at, ses the old man, olding the plants up; theres no knowing ow long youll be up there. The big one is yours, Ginger, and the other is for Peter.

Ave you gone mad, Isaac? ses Peter, in a trembling voice, arter Ginger ad tried to speak and couldnt.

Isaac shook is ead and smiled up at em, and then, arter telling Peter to put Gingers blanket a little more round is shoulders, for fear e should catch cold, e said ed ask the landlady to send em up some bread and butter and a cup o tea.

They eard im talking to the landlady at the door, and then e went off in a hurry without looking behind im, and the landlady walked up and down on the other side of the road with er apron stuffed in er mouth, pretending to be looking at er chimney-pots.

Isaac didnt turn up at all that night, and by next morning those two unfortunate men see ow theyd been done. It was quite plain to them that Isaac ad been deceiving them, and Peter was pretty certain that e took the money out of the bed while e was fussing about making it. Old Isaac kept em there for three days, sending em in their clothes bit by bit and two shillings a day to live on; but they didnt set eyes on im agin until they all signed on aboard the Planet, and they didnt set eyes on their money until they was two miles below Gravesend.
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THE CASTAWAY

Mrs. John Boxer stood at the door of the shop with her hands clasped on her apron. The short day had drawn to a close, and the lamps in the narrow little thorough-fares of Shinglesea were already lit. For a time she stood listening to the regular beat of the sea on the beach some half-mile distant, and then with a slight shiver stepped back into the shop and closed the door.
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The little shop with its wide-mouthed bottles of sweets was one of her earliest memories. Until her marriage she had known no other home, and when her husband was lost with the North Star some three years before, she gave up her home in Poplar and returned to assist her mother in the little shop.

In a restless mood she took up a piece of needle-work, and a minute or two later put it down again. A glance through the glass of the door leading into the small parlour revealed Mrs. Gimpson, with a red shawl round her shoulders, asleep in her easy-chair.

Mrs. Boxer turned at the clang of the shop bell, and then, with a wild cry, stood gazing at the figure of a man standing in the door-way. He was short and bearded, with oddly shaped shoulders, and a left leg which was not a match; but the next moment Mrs. Boxer was in his arms sobbing and laughing together.

Mrs. Gimpson, whose nerves were still quivering owing to the suddenness with which she had been awakened, came into the shop; Mr. Boxer freed an arm, and placing it round her waist kissed her with some affection on the chin.

Hes come back! cried Mrs. Boxer, hysterically.

Thank goodness, said Mrs. Gimpson, after a moments deliberation.

Hes alive! cried Mrs. Boxer. Hes alive!

She half-dragged and half-led him into the small parlour, and thrusting him into the easy-chair lately vacated by Mrs. Gimpson seated herself upon his knee, regardless in her excitement that the rightful owner was with elaborate care selecting the most uncomfortable chair in the room.

Fancy his coming back! said Mrs. Boxer, wiping her eyes. How did you escape, John? Where have you been? Tell us all about it.

Mr. Boxer sighed. It ud be a long story if I had the gift of telling of it, he said, slowly, but Ill cut it short for the present. When the North Star went down in the South Pacific most o the hands got away in the boats, but I was too late. I got this crack on the head with something falling on it from aloft. Look here.

He bent his head, and Mrs. Boxer, separating the stubble with her fingers, uttered an exclamation of pity and alarm at the extent of the scar; Mrs. Gimpson, craning forward, uttered a sound which might mean anything  even pity.

When I come to my senses, continued Mr. Boxer, the ship was sinking, and I just got to my feet when she went down and took me with her. How I escaped I dont know. I seemed to be choking and fighting for my breath for years, and then I found myself floating on the sea and clinging to a grating. I clung to it all night, and next day I was picked up by a native who was paddling about in a canoe, and taken ashore to an island, where I lived for over two years. It was right out o the way o craft, but at last I was picked up by a trading schooner named the Pearl, belonging to Sydney, and taken there. At Sydney I shipped aboard the Marston Towers, a steamer, and landed at the Albert Docks this morning.

Poor John, said his wife, holding on to his arm. How you must have suffered!

I did, said Mr. Boxer. Mother got a cold? he inquired, eying that lady.

No, I aint, said Mrs. Gimpson, answering for herself. Why didnt you write when you got to Sydney?

Didnt know where to write to, replied Mr. Boxer, staring. I didnt know where Mary had gone to.

You might ha wrote here, said Mrs. Gimpson.

Didnt think of it at the time, said Mr. Boxer. One thing is, I was very busy at Sydney, looking for a ship. However, Im ere now.

I always felt youd turn up some day, said Mrs. Gimpson. I felt certain of it in my own mind. Mary made sure you was dead, but I said no, I knew better.

There was something in Mrs. Gimpsons manner of saying this that impressed her listeners unfavourably. The impression was deepened when, after a short, dry laugh a propos of nothing, she sniffed again  three times.

Well, you turned out to be right, said Mr. Boxer, shortly.

I ginrally am, was the reply; theres very few people can take me in.

She sniffed again.

Were the natives kind to you? inquired Mrs. Boxer, hastily, as she turned to her husband.

Very kind, said the latter. Ah! you ought to have seen that island. Beautiful yellow sands and palm-trees; cocoa-nuts to be ad for the picking, and nothing to do all day but lay about in the sun and swim in the sea.

Any public-ouses there? inquired Mrs. Gimpson.

Certnly not, said her son-in-law. This was an island  one o the little islands in the South Pacific Ocean.

What did you say the name o the schooner was? inquired Mrs. Gimpson.

Pearl, replied Mr. Boxer, with the air of a resentful witness under cross-examination.

And what was the name o the captin? said Mrs. Gimpson.

Thomas  Henery  Walter  Smith, said Mr. Boxer, with somewhat unpleasant emphasis.

An the mates name?

John Brown, was the reply.

Common names, commented Mrs. Gimpson, very common. But I knew youd come back all right  I never ad no alarm. Hes safe and happy, my dear, I says. Hell come back all in his own good time.

What dyou mean by that? demanded the sensitive Mr. Boxer. I come back as soon as I could.

You know you were anxious, mother, interposed her daughter. Why, you insisted upon our going to see old Mr. Silver about it.

Ah! but I wasnt uneasy or anxious afterwards, said Mrs. Gimpson, compressing her lips.

Whos old Mr. Silver, and what should he know about it? inquired Mr. Boxer.

Hes a fortune-teller, replied his wife. Reads the stars, said his mother-in-law.

Mr. Boxer laughed  a good ringing laugh. What did he tell you? he inquired. Nothing, said his wife, hastily. Ah! said Mr. Boxer, waggishly, that was wise of im. Most of us could tell fortunes that way.

Thats wrong, said Mrs. Gimpson to her daughter, sharply. Rights right any day, and truths truth. He said that he knew all about John and what hed been doing, but he wouldnt tell us for fear of urting our feelings and making mischief.

Here, look ere, said Mr. Boxer, starting up; Ive ad about enough o this. Why dont you speak out what you mean? Ill mischief im, the old humbug. Old rascal.

Never mind, John, said his wife, laying her hand upon his arm. Here you are safe and sound, and as for old Mr. Silver, theres a lot o people dont believe in him.

Ah! they dont want to, said Mrs. Gimpson, obstinately. But dont forget that he foretold my cough last winter.

Well, look ere, said Mr. Boxer, twisting his short, blunt nose into as near an imitation of a sneer as he could manage, Ive told you my story and Ive got witnesses to prove it. You can write to the master of the Marston Towers if you like, and other people besides. Very well, then; lets go and see your precious old fortune-teller. You neednt say who I am; say Im a friend, and tell im never to mind about making mischief, but to say right out where I am and what Ive been doing all this time. I have my opes itll cure you of your superstitiousness.
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Well go round after weve shut up, mother, said Mrs. Boxer. Well have a bit o supper first and then start early.

Mrs. Gimpson hesitated. It is never pleasant to submit ones superstitions to the tests of the unbelieving, but after the attitude she had taken up she was extremely loath to allow her son-in-law a triumph.

Never mind, well say no more about it, she said, primly, but I ave my own ideas.

I dessay, said Mr. Boxer; but youre afraid for us to go to your old fortune-teller. It would be too much of a show-up for im.

Its no good your trying to aggravate me, John Boxer, because you cant do it, said Mrs. Gimpson, in a voice trembling with passion.

O course, if people like being deceived they must be, said Mr. Boxer; weve all got to live, and if wed all got our common sense fortune-tellers couldnt. Does he tell fortunes by tea-leaves or by the colour of your eyes?

Laugh away, John Boxer, said Mrs. Gimpson, icily; but I shouldnt have been alive now if it hadnt ha been for Mr. Silvers warnings.

Mother stayed in bed for the first ten days in July, explained Mrs. Boxer, to avoid being bit by a mad dog.

Tchee  tchee  tchee, said the hapless Mr. Boxer, putting his hand over his mouth and making noble efforts to restrain himself; tchee  tch

I spose youd ha laughed more if I ad been bit? said the glaring Mrs. Gimpson.

Well, who did the dog bite after all? inquired Mr. Boxer, recovering.

You dont understand, replied Mrs. Gimpson, pityingly; me being safe up in bed and the door locked, there was no mad dog. There was no use for it.

Well, said Mr. Boxer, me and Marys going round to see that old deceiver after supper, whether you come or not. Mary shall tell im Im a friend, and ask him to tell her everything about er husband. Nobody knows me here, and Mary and mell be affectionate like, and give im to understand we want to marry. Then he wont mind making mischief.

Youd better leave well alone, said Mrs. Gimpson.

Mr. Boxer shook his head. I was always one for a bit o fun, he said, slowly. I want to see his face when he finds out who I am.

Mrs. Gimpson made no reply; she was looking round for the market-basket, and having found it she left the reunited couple to keep house while she went out to obtain a supper which should, in her daughters eyes, be worthy of the occasion.

She went to the High Street first and made her purchases, and was on the way back again when, in response to a sudden impulse, as she passed the end of Crowners Alley, she turned into that small by-way and knocked at the astrologers door.

A slow, dragging footstep was heard approaching in reply to the summons, and the astrologer, recognising his visitor as one of his most faithful and credulous clients, invited her to step inside. Mrs. Gimpson complied, and, taking a chair, gazed at the venerable white beard and small, red-rimmed eyes of her host in some perplexity as to how to begin.

My daughters coming round to see you presently, she said, at last.

The astrologer nodded.

She  she wants to ask you about er husband, faltered Mrs. Gimpson; shes going to bring a friend with her  a man who doesnt believe in your knowledge. He  he knows all about my daughters husband, and he wants to see what you say you know about him.

The old man put on a pair of huge horn spectacles and eyed her carefully.

Youve got something on your mind, he said, at last; youd better tell me everything.

Mrs. Gimpson shook her head.

Theres some danger hanging over you, continued Mr. Silver, in a low, thrilling voice; some danger in connection with your son-in-law. There, he waved a lean, shrivelled hand backward and for-ward as though dispelling a fog, and peered into distance there is something forming over you. You  or somebody  are hiding something from me.
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Mrs. Gimpson, aghast at such omniscience, sank backward in her chair.

Speak, said the old man, gently; there is no reason why you should be sacrificed for others.

Mrs. Gimpson was of the same opinion, and in some haste she reeled off the events of the evening. She had a good memory, and no detail was lost.

Strange, strange, said the venerable Mr. Silver, when he had finished. He is an ingenious man.

Isnt it true? inquired his listener. He says he can prove it. And he is going to find out what you meant by saying you were afraid of making mischief.

He can prove some of it, said the old man, his eyes snapping spitefully. I can guarantee that.

But it wouldnt have made mischief if you had told us that, ventured Mrs. Gimpson. A man cant help being cast away.

True, said the astrologer, slowly; true. But let them come and question me; and whatever you do, for your own sake dont let a soul know that you have been here. If you do, the danger to yourself will be so terrible that even I may be unable to help you.

Mrs. Gimpson shivered, and more than ever impressed by his marvellous powers made her way slowly home, where she found the unconscious Mr. Boxer relating his adventures again with much gusto to a married couple from next door.

Its a wonder hes alive, said Mr. Jem Thompson, looking up as the old woman entered the room; it sounds like a story-book. Show us that cut on your head again, mate.

The obliging Mr. Boxer complied.

Were going on with em after theyve ad sup-per, continued Mr. Thompson, as he and his wife rose to depart. Itll be a fair treat to me to see old Silver bowled out.

Mrs. Gimpson sniffed and eyed his retreating figure disparagingly; Mrs. Boxer, prompted by her husband, began to set the table for supper.

It was a lengthy meal, owing principally to Mr. Boxer, but it was over at last, and after that gentleman had assisted in shutting up the shop they joined the Thompsons, who were waiting outside, and set off for Crowners Alley. The way was enlivened by Mr. Boxer, who had thrills of horror every ten yards at the idea of the supernatural things he was about to witness, and by Mr. Thompson, who, not to be outdone, persisted in standing stock-still at frequent intervals until he had received the assurances of his giggling better-half that he would not be made to vanish in a cloud of smoke.

By the time they reached Mr. Silvers abode the party had regained its decorum, and, except for a tremendous shudder on the part of Mr. Boxer as his gaze fell on a couple of skulls which decorated the magicians table, their behaviour left nothing to be desired. Mrs. Gimpson, in a few awkward words, announced the occasion of their visit. Mr. Boxer she introduced as a friend of the family from London.

I will do what I can, said the old man, slowly, as his visitors seated themselves, but I can only tell you what I see. If I do not see all, or see clearly, it cannot be helped.

Mr. Boxer winked at Mr. Thompson, and received an understanding pinch in return; Mrs. Thompson in a hot whisper told them to behave themselves.

The mystic preparations were soon complete. A little cloud of smoke, through which the fierce red eyes of the astrologer peered keenly at Mr. Boxer, rose from the table. Then he poured various liquids into a small china bowl and, holding up his hand to command silence, gazed steadfastly into it. I see pictures, he announced, in a deep voice. The docks of a great city; London. I see an ill-shaped man with a bent left leg standing on the deck of a ship.

Mr. Thompson, his eyes wide open with surprise, jerked Mr. Boxer in the ribs, but Mr. Boxer, whose figure was a sore point with him, made no response.

The ship leaves the docks, continued Mr. Silver, still peering into the bowl. As she passes through the entrance her stern comes into view with the name painted on it. The  the  the  

Look agin, old chap, growled Mr. Boxer, in an undertone.

The North Star, said the astrologer. The ill-shaped man is still standing on the fore-part of the ship; I do not know his name or who he is. He takes the portrait of a beautiful young woman from his pocket and gazes at it earnestly.

Mrs. Boxer, who had no illusions on the subject of her personal appearance, sat up as though she had been stung; Mr. Thompson, who was about to nudge Mr. Boxer in the ribs again, thought better of it and assumed an air of uncompromising virtue.

The picture disappears, said Mr. Silver. Ah! I see; I see. A ship in a gale at sea. It is the North Star; it is sinking. The ill-shaped man sheds tears and loses his head. I cannot discover the name of this man.

Mr. Boxer, who had been several times on the point of interrupting, cleared his throat and endeavoured to look unconcerned.

The ship sinks, continued the astrologer, in thrilling tones. Ah! what is this? a piece of wreck-age with a monkey clinging to it? No, no-o. The ill-shaped man again. Dear me!

[image: img246.jpg]

His listeners sat spellbound. Only the laboured and intense breathing of Mr. Boxer broke the silence.

He is alone on the boundless sea, pursued the seer; night falls. Day breaks, and a canoe propelled by a slender and pretty but dusky maiden approaches the castaway. She assists him into the canoe and his head sinks on her lap, as with vigorous strokes of her paddle she propels the canoe toward a small island fringed with palm trees.

Here, look ere began the overwrought Mr. Boxer.

Hsh, hsh! ejaculated the keenly interested Mr. Thompson. Wy dont you keep quiet?

The picture fades, continued the old man. I see another: a native wedding. It is the dusky maiden and the man she rescued. Ah! the wedding is interrupted; a young man, a native, breaks into the group. He has a long knife in his hand. He springs upon the ill-shaped man and wounds him in the head.

Involuntarily Mr. Boxers hand went up to his honourable scar, and the heads of the others swung round to gaze at it. Mrs. Boxers face was terrible in its expression, but Mrs. Gimpsons bore the look of sad and patient triumph of one who knew men and could not be surprised at anything they do.

The scene vanishes, resumed the monotonous voice, and another one forms. The same man stands on the deck of a small ship. The name on the stern is the Peer  no, Paris  no, no, no, Pearl. It fades from the shore where the dusky maiden stands with hands stretched out imploringly. The ill-shaped man smiles and takes the portrait of the young and beautiful girl from his pocket.

Look ere, said the infuriated Mr. Boxer, I think weve ad about enough of this rubbish. I have  more than enough.

I dont wonder at it, said his wife, trembling furiously. You can go if you like. Im going to stay and hear all that there is to hear.

You sit quiet, urged the intensely interested Mr. Thompson. He aint said its you. Theres more than one misshaped man in the world, I spose?

I see an ocean liner, said the seer, who had appeared to be in a trance state during this colloquy. She is sailing for England from Australia. I see the name distinctly: the Marston Towers. The same man is on board of her. The ship arrives at London. The scene closes; another one forms. The ill-shaped man is sitting with a woman with a beautiful face  not the same as the photograph.

What they can see in him I cant think, muttered Mr. Thompson, in an envious whisper. Hes a perfick terror, and to look at him  

They sit hand in hand, continued the astrologer, raising his voice. She smiles up at him and gently strokes his head; he  

A loud smack rang through the room and startled the entire company; Mrs. Boxer, unable to contain herself any longer, had, so far from profiting by the example, gone to the other extreme and slapped her husbands head with hearty good-will. Mr. Boxer sprang raging to his feet, and in the confusion which ensued the fortune-teller, to the great regret of Mr. Thompson, upset the contents of the magic bowl.

I can see no more, he said, sinking hastily into his chair behind the table as Mr. Boxer advanced upon him.

Mrs. Gimpson pushed her son-in-law aside, and laying a modest fee upon the table took her daughters arm and led her out. The Thompsons followed, and Mr. Boxer, after an irresolute glance in the direction of the ingenuous Mr. Silver, made his way after them and fell into the rear. The people in front walked on for some time in silence, and then the voice of the greatly impressed Mrs. Thompson was heard, to the effect that if there were only more fortune-tellers in the world there would be a lot more better men.

Mr. Boxer trotted up to his wifes side. Look here, Mary, he began.

Dont you speak to me, said his wife, drawing closer to her mother, because I wont answer you.

Mr. Boxer laughed, bitterly. This is a nice home-coming, he remarked.

He fell to the rear again and walked along raging, his temper by no means being improved by observing that Mrs. Thompson, doubtless with a firm belief in the saying that Evil communications corrupt good manners, kept a tight hold of her husbands arm. His position as an outcast was clearly defined, and he ground his teeth with rage as he observed the virtuous uprightness of Mrs. Gimpsons back. By the time they reached home he was in a spirit of mad recklessness far in advance of the character given him by the astrologer.

His wife gazed at him with a look of such strong interrogation as he was about to follow her into the house that he paused with his foot on the step and eyed her dumbly.

Have you left anything inside that you want? she inquired.
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Mr. Boxer shook his head. I only wanted to come in and make a clean breast of it, he said, in a curious voice; then Ill go.

Mrs. Gimpson stood aside to let him pass, and Mr. Thompson, not to be denied, followed close behind with his faintly protesting wife. They sat down in a row against the wall, and Mr. Boxer, sitting opposite in a hang-dog fashion, eyed them with scornful wrath.

Well? said Mrs. Boxer, at last.

All that he said was quite true, said her husband, defiantly. The only thing is, he didnt tell the arf of it. Altogether, I married three dusky maidens.

Everybody but Mr. Thompson shuddered with horror.

Then I married a white girl in Australia, pursued Mr. Boxer, musingly. I wonder old Silver didnt see that in the bowl; not arf a fortune-teller, I call im.

What they see in im! whispered the astounded Mr. Thompson to his wife.

And did you marry the beautiful girl in the photograph? demanded Mrs. Boxer, in trembling accents.

I did, said her husband.

Hussy, cried Mrs. Boxer.

I married her, said Mr. Boxer, considering I married her at Camberwell, in eighteen ninety-three.

Eighteen ninety-three! said his wife, in a startled voice. But you couldnt. Why, you didnt marry me till eighteen ninety-four.

Whats that got to do with it? inquired the monster, calmly.

Mrs. Boxer, pale as ashes, rose from her seat and stood gazing at him with horror-struck eyes, trying in vain to speak.

You villain! cried Mrs. Gimpson, violently. I always distrusted you.
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I know you did, said Mr. Boxer, calmly. Youve been committing bigamy, cried Mrs. Gimpson.

Over and over agin, assented Mr. Boxer, cheerfully. Its got to be a obby with me.

Was the first wife alive when you married my daughter? demanded Mrs. Gimpson.

Alive? said Mr. Boxer. O course she was. Shes alive now  bless her.

He leaned back in his chair and regarded with intense satisfaction the horrified faces of the group in front.

You  youll go to jail for this, cried Mrs. Gimpson, breathlessly. What is your first wifes address?

I decline to answer that question, said her son-in-law.

What is your first wifes address? repeated Mrs. Gimpson.

Ask the fortune-teller, said Mr. Boxer, with an aggravating smile. And then get im up in the box as a witness, little bowl and all. He can tell you more than I can.

I demand to know her name and address, cried Mrs. Gimpson, putting a bony arm around the waist of the trembling Mrs. Boxer.

I decline to give it, said Mr. Boxer, with great relish. It aint likely Im going to give myself away like that; besides, its agin the law for a man to criminate himself. You go on and start your bigamy case, and call old red-eyes as a witness.

Mrs. Gimpson gazed at him in speechless wrath and then stooping down conversed in excited whispers with Mrs. Thompson. Mrs. Boxer crossed over to her husband.

Oh, John, she wailed, say it isnt true, say it isnt true.

Mr. Boxer hesitated. Whats the good o me saying anything? he said, doggedly.

It isnt true, persisted his wife. Say it isnt true.

What I told you when I first came in this evening was quite true, said her husband, slowly. And what Ive just told you is as true as what that lying old fortune-teller told you. You can please yourself what you believe.

I believe you, John, said his wife, humbly.

Mr. Boxers countenance cleared and he drew her on to his knee.

Thats right, he said, cheerfully. So long as you believe in me I dont care what other people think. And before Im much older Ill find out how that old rascal got to know the names of the ships I was aboard. Seems to me somebodys been talking.


BLUNDELLS IMPROVEMENT

Venia Turnbull in a quiet, unobtrusive fashion was enjoying herself. The cool living-room at Turnbulls farm was a delightful contrast to the hot sunshine without, and the drowsy humming of bees floating in at the open window was charged with hints of slumber to the middle-aged. From her seat by the window she watched with amused interest the efforts of her father  kept from his Sunday afternoon nap by the assiduous attentions of her two admirers  to maintain his politeness.

Father was so pleased to see you both come in, she said, softly; its very dull for him here of an afternoon with only me.
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I cant imagine anybody being dull with only you, said Sergeant Dick Daly, turning a bold brown eye upon her.

Mr. John Blundell scowled; this was the third time the sergeant had said the thing that he would have liked to say if he had thought of it.

I dont mind being dull, remarked Mr. Turnbull, casually.

Neither gentleman made any comment.

I like it, pursued Mr. Turnbull, longingly; always did, from a child.

The two young men looked at each other; then they looked at Venia; the sergeant assumed an expression of careless ease, while John Blundell sat his chair like a human limpet. Mr. Turnbull almost groaned as he remembered his tenacity.

The gardens looking very nice, he said, with a pathetic glance round.

Beautiful, assented the sergeant. I saw it yesterday.

Some o the roses on that big bush have opened a bit more since then, said the farmer.

Sergeant Daly expressed his gratification, and said that he was not surprised. It was only ten days since he had arrived in the village on a visit to a relative, but in that short space of time he had, to the great discomfort of Mr. Blundell, made himself wonderfully at home at Mr. Turnbulls. To Venia he related strange adventures by sea and land, and on subjects of which he was sure the farmer knew nothing he was a perfect mine of information. He began to talk in low tones to Venia, and the heart of Mr. Blundell sank within him as he noted her interest. Their voices fell to a gentle murmur, and the sergeants sleek, well-brushed head bent closer to that of his listener. Relieved from his attentions, Mr. Turnbull fell asleep without more ado.

Blundell sat neglected, the unwilling witness of a flirtation he was powerless to prevent. Considering her limited opportunities, Miss Turnbull displayed a proficiency which astonished him. Even the sergeant was amazed, and suspected her of long practice.

I wonder whether it is very hot outside? she said, at last, rising and looking out of the window.

Only pleasantly warm, said the sergeant. It would be nice down by the water.

Im afraid of disturbing father by our talk, said the considerate daughter. You might tell him weve gone for a little stroll when he wakes, she added, turning to Blundell.

Mr. Blundell, who had risen with the idea of acting the humble but, in his opinion, highly necessary part of chaperon, sat down again and watched blankly from the window until they were out of sight. He was half inclined to think that the exigencies of the case warranted him in arousing the farmer at once.

It was an hour later when the farmer awoke, to find himself alone with Mr. Blundell, a state of affairs for which he strove with some pertinacity to make that aggrieved gentleman responsible.

Why didnt you go with them? he demanded. Because I wasnt asked, replied the other.

Mr. Turnbull sat up in his chair and eyed him disdainfully. For a great, big chap like you are, John Blundell, he exclaimed, its surprising what a little pluck youve got.

I dont want to go where Im not wanted, retorted Mr. Blundell.

Thats where you make a mistake, said the other, regarding him severely; girls like a masterful man, and, instead of getting your own way, you sit down quietly and do as youre told, like a tame  tame

Tame what? inquired Mr. Blundell, resentfully.

I dont know, said the other, frankly; the tamest thing you can think of. Theres Daly laughing in his sleeve at you, and talking to Venia about Waterloo and the Crimea as though hed been there. I thought it was pretty near settled between you.

So did I, said Mr. Blundell.

Youre a big man, John, said the other, but youre slow. Youre all muscle and no head.

I think of things afterward, said Blundell, humbly; generally after I get to bed.

Mr. Turnbull sniffed, and took a turn up and down the room; then he closed the door and came toward his friend again.

I dare say youre surprised at me being so anxious to get rid of Venia, he said, slowly, but the fact is Im thinking of marrying again myself.

You! said the startled Mr. Blundell.

Yes, me, said the other, somewhat sharply. But she wont marry so long as Venia is at home. Its a secret, because if Venia got to hear of it shed keep single to prevent it. Shes just that sort of girl.

Mr. Blundell coughed, but did not deny it. Who is it? he inquired.

Miss Sippet, was the reply. She couldnt hold her own for half an hour against Venia.

Mr. Blundell, a great stickler for accuracy, reduced the time to five minutes.

And now, said the aggrieved Mr. Turnbull, now, so far as I can see, shes struck with Daly. If she has him itll be years and years before they can marry. She seems crazy about heroes. She was talking to me the other night about them. Not to put too fine a point on it, she was talking about you.

Mr. Blundell blushed with pleased surprise.

Said you were not a hero, explained Mr. Turnbull. Of course, I stuck up for you. I said youd got too much sense to go putting your life into danger. I said you were a very careful man, and I told her how particular you was about damp sheets. Your housekeeper told me.

Its all nonsense, said Blundell, with a fiery face. Ill send that old fool packing if she cant keep her tongue quiet.

Its very sensible of you, John, said Mr. Turnbull, and a sensible girl would appreciate it. Instead of that, she only sniffed when I told her how careful you always were to wear flannel next to your skin. She said she liked dare-devils.

I suppose she thinks Daly is a dare-devil, said the offended Mr. Blundell. And I wish people wouldnt talk about me and my skin. Why cant they mind their own business?

Mr. Turnbull eyed him indignantly, and then, sitting in a very upright position, slowly filled his pipe, and declining a proffered match rose and took one from the mantel-piece.

I was doing the best I could for you, he said, staring hard at the ingrate. I was trying to make Venia see what a careful husband you would make. Miss Sippet herself is most particular about such things  and Venia seemed to think something of it, because she asked me whether you used a warming-pan.
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Mr. Blundell got up from his chair and, without going through the formality of bidding his host good-by, quitted the room and closed the door violently behind him. He was red with rage, and he brooded darkly as he made his way home on the folly of carrying on the traditions of a devoted mother without thinking for himself.

For the next two or three days, to Venias secret concern, he failed to put in an appearance at the farm  a fact which made flirtation with the sergeant a somewhat uninteresting business. Her sole recompense was the dismay of her father, and for his benefit she dwelt upon the advantages of the Army in a manner that would have made the fortune of a recruiting-sergeant.

Shes just crazy after the soldiers, he said to Mr. Blundell, whom he was trying to spur on to a desperate effort. Ive been watching her close, and I can see what it is now; shes romantic. Youre too slow and ordinary for her. She wants somebody more dazzling. She told Daly only yesterday afternoon that she loved heroes. Told it to him to his face. I sat there and heard her. Its a pity you aint a hero, John.

Yes, said Mr. Blundell; then, if I was, I expect shed like something else.

The other shook his head. If you could only do something daring, he murmured; half-kill some-body, or save somebodys life, and let her see you do it. Couldnt you dive off the quay and save some-bodys life from drowning?

Yes, I could, said Blundell, if somebody would only tumble in.

You might pretend that you thought you saw somebody drowning, suggested Mr. Turnbull.

And be laughed at, said Mr. Blundell, who knew his Venia by heart.

You always seem to be able to think of objections, complained Mr. Turnbull; Ive noticed that in you before.

Id go in fast enough if there was anybody there, said Blundell. Im not much of a swimmer, but

All the better, interrupted the other; that would make it all the more daring.

And I dont much care if Im drowned, pursued the younger man, gloomily.

Mr. Turnbull thrust his hands in his pockets and took a turn or two up and down the room. His brows were knitted and his lips pursed. In the presence of this mental stress Mr. Blundell preserved a respectful silence.

Well all four go for a walk on the quay on Sunday afternoon, said Mr. Turnbull, at last.

On the chance? inquired his staring friend.

On the chance, assented the other; its just possible Daly might fall in.

He might if we walked up and down five million times, said Blundell, unpleasantly.

He might if we walked up and down three or four times, said Mr. Turnbull, especially if you happened to stumble.

I never stumble, said the matter-of-fact Mr. Blundell. I dont know anybody more sure-footed than I am.

Or thick-headed, added the exasperated Mr. Turnbull.

Mr. Blundell regarded him patiently; he had a strong suspicion that his friend had been drinking.

Stumbling, said Mr. Turnbull, conquering his annoyance with an effort stumbling is a thing that might happen to anybody. You trip your foot against a stone and lurch up against Daly; he tumbles overboard, and you off with your jacket and dive in off the quay after him. He cant swim a stroke.

Mr. Blundell caught his breath and gazed at him in speechless amaze.

Theres sure to be several people on the quay if its a fine afternoon, continued his instructor. Youll have half Dunchurch round you, praising you and patting you on the back  all in front of Venia, mind you. Itll be put in all the papers and youll get a medal.

And suppose we are both drowned? said Mr. Blundell, soberly.

Drowned? Fiddlesticks! said Mr. Turnbull. However, please yourself. If youre afraid  

Ill do it, said Blundell, decidedly.

And mind, said the other, dont do it as if its as easy as kissing your fingers; be half-drowned yourself, or at least pretend to be. And when youre on the quay take your time about coming round. Be longer than Daly is; you dont want him to get all the pity.

All right, said the other.

After a time you can open your eyes, went on his instructor; then, if I were you, I should say, Good-bye, Venia, and close em again. Work it up affecting, and send messages to your aunts.

It sounds all right, said Blundell.

It is all right, said Mr. Turnbull. Thats just the bare idea Ive given you. Its for you to improve upon it. Youve got two days to think about it.

Mr. Blundell thanked him, and for the next two days thought of little else. Being a careful man he made his will, and it was in a comparatively cheerful frame of mind that he made his way on Sunday afternoon to Mr. Turnbulls.

The sergeant was already there conversing in low tones with Venia by the window, while Mr. Turnbull, sitting opposite in an oaken armchair, regarded him with an expression which would have shocked Iago.

We were just thinking of having a blow down by the water, he said, as Blundell entered.

What! a hot day like this? said Venia.

I was just thinking how beautifully cool it is in here, said the sergeant, who was hoping for a repetition of the previous Sundays performance.

Its cooler outside, said Mr. Turnbull, with a wilful ignoring of facts; much cooler when you get used to it.

He led the way with Blundell, and Venia and the sergeant, keeping as much as possible in the shade of the dust-powdered hedges, followed. The sun was blazing in the sky, and scarce half-a-dozen people were to be seen on the little curved quay which constituted the usual Sunday afternoon promenade. The water, a dozen feet below, lapped cool and green against the stone sides.

At the extreme end of the quay, underneath the lantern, they all stopped, ostensibly to admire a full-rigged ship sailing slowly by in the distance, but really to effect the change of partners necessary to the after-noons business. The change gave Mr. Turnbull some trouble ere it was effected, but he was successful at last, and, walking behind the two young men, waited somewhat nervously for developments.

Twice they paraded the length of the quay and nothing happened. The ship was still visible, and, the sergeant halting to gaze at it, the company lost their formation, and he led the complaisant Venia off from beneath her fathers very nose.

Youre a pretty manager, you are, John Blundell, said the incensed Mr. Turnbull.

I know what Im about, said Blundell, slowly.

Well, why dont you do it? demanded the other. I suppose you are going to wait until there are more people about, and then perhaps some of them will see you push him over.

It isnt that, said Blundell, slowly, but you told me to improve on your plan, you know, and Ive been thinking out improvements.

Well? said the other.

It doesnt seem much good saving Daly, said Blundell; thats what Ive been thinking. He would be in as much danger as I should, and hed get as much sympathy; perhaps more.

Do you mean to tell me that you are backing out of it? demanded Mr. Turnbull.

No, said Blundell, slowly, but it would be much better if I saved somebody else. I dont want Daly to be pitied.

Bah! you are backing out of it, said the irritated Mr. Turnbull. Youre afraid of a little cold water.
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No, Im not, said Blundell; but it would be better in every way to save somebody else. Shell see Daly standing there doing nothing, while I am struggling for my life. Ive thought it all out very carefully. I know Im not quick, but Im sure, and when I make up my mind to do a thing, I do it. You ought to know that.

Thats all very well, said the other; but who else is there to push in?

Thats all right, said Blundell, vaguely. Dont you worry about that; I shall find somebody.

Mr. Turnbull turned and cast a speculative eye along the quay. As a rule, he had great confidence in Blundells determination, but on this occasion he had his doubts.

Well, its a riddle to me, he said, slowly. I give it up. It seems  Halloa! Good heavens, be careful. You nearly had me in then.

Did I? said Blundell, thickly. Im very sorry.

Mr. Turnbull, angry at such carelessness, accepted the apology in a grudging spirit and trudged along in silence. Then he started nervously as a monstrous and unworthy suspicion occurred to him. It was an incredible thing to suppose, but at the same time he felt that there was nothing like being on the safe side, and in tones not quite free from significance he intimated his desire of changing places with his awkward friend.

Its all right, said Blundell, soothingly.

I know it is, said Mr. Turnbull, regarding him fixedly; but I prefer this side. You very near had me over just now.

I staggered, said Mr. Blundell.

Another inch and I should have been overboard, said Mr. Turnbull, with a shudder. That would have been a nice how dye do.

Mr. Blundell coughed and looked seaward. Accidents will happen, he murmured.

They reached the end of the quay again and stood talking, and when they turned once more the sergeant was surprised and gratified at the ease with which he bore off Venia. Mr. Turnbull and Blundell followed some little way behind, and the former gentlemans suspicions were somewhat lulled by finding that his friend made no attempt to take the inside place. He looked about him with interest for a likely victim, but in vain.

What are you looking at? he demanded, impatiently, as Blundell suddenly came to a stop and gazed curiously into the harbour.

Jelly-fish, said the other, briefly. I never saw such a monster. It must be a yard across.

Mr. Turnbull stopped, but could see nothing, and even when Blundell pointed it out with his finger he had no better success. He stepped forward a pace, and his suspicions returned with renewed vigour as a hand was laid caressingly on his shoulder. The next moment, with a wild shriek, he shot suddenly over the edge and disappeared. Venia and the sergeant, turning hastily, were just in time to see the fountain which ensued on his immersion.
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Oh, save him! cried Venia.

The sergeant ran to the edge and gazed in helpless dismay as Mr. Turnbull came to the surface and disappeared again. At the same moment Blundell, who had thrown off his coat, dived into the harbour and, rising rapidly to the surface, caught the fast-choking Mr. Turnbull by the collar.

Keep still, he cried, sharply, as the farmer tried to clutch him; keep still or Ill let you go.

Help! choked the farmer, gazing up at the little knot of people which had collected on the quay.

A stout fisherman who had not run for thirty years came along the edge of the quay at a shambling trot, with a coil of rope over his arm. John Blundell saw him and, mindful of the farmers warning about kissing of fingers, etc., raised his disengaged arm and took that frenzied gentleman below the surface again. By the time they came up he was very glad for his own sake to catch the line skilfully thrown by the old fisherman and be drawn gently to the side.

Ill tow you to the steps, said the fisherman; dont let go o the line.

Mr. Turnbull saw to that; he wound the rope round his wrist and began to regain his presence of mind as they were drawn steadily toward the steps. Willing hands drew them out of the water and helped them up on to the quay, where Mr. Turnbull, sitting in his own puddle, coughed up salt water and glared ferociously at the inanimate form of Mr. Blundell. Sergeant Daly and another man were rendering what they piously believed to be first aid to the apparently drowned, while the stout fisherman, with both hands to his mouth, was yelling in heart-rending accents for a barrel.

He  he  push  pushed me in, gasped the choking Mr. Turnbull.

Nobody paid any attention to him; even Venia, seeing that he was safe, was on her knees by the side of the unconscious Blundell.

He  hes shamming, bawled the neglected Mr. Turnbull.

Shame! said somebody, without even looking round.

He pushed me in, repeated Mr. Turnbull. He pushed me in.

Oh, father, said Venia, with a scandalised glance at him, how can you?

Shame! said the bystanders, briefly, as they, watched anxiously for signs of returning life on the part of Mr. Blundell. He lay still with his eyes closed, but his hearing was still acute, and the sounds of a rapidly approaching barrel trundled by a breathless Samaritan did him more good than anything.

Good-bye, Venia, he said, in a faint voice; good-bye.

Miss Turnbull sobbed and took his hand.

Hes shamming, roared Mr. Turnbull, incensed beyond measure at the faithful manner in which Blundell was carrying out his instructions. He pushed me in.

There was an angry murmur from the bystanders. Be reasonable, Mr. Turnbull, said the sergeant, somewhat sharply.

He nearly lost is life over you, said the stout fisherman. As plucky a thing as ever I see. If I adnt ha been andy with that there line youd both ha been drownded.

Give  my love  to everybody, said Blundell, faintly. Good-bye, Venia. Good-bye, Mr. Turnbull.

Wheres that barrel? demanded the stout fisher-man, crisply. Going to be all night with it? Now, two of you  

Mr. Blundell, with a great effort, and assisted by Venia and the sergeant, sat up. He felt that he had made a good impression, and had no desire to spoil it by riding the barrel. With one exception, everybody was regarding him with moist-eyed admiration. The exceptions eyes were, perhaps, the moistest of them all, but admiration had no place in them.

Youre all being made fools of, he said, getting up and stamping. I tell you he pushed me over-board for the purpose.

Oh, father! how can you? demanded Venia, angrily. He saved your life.

He pushed me in, repeated the farmer. Told me to look at a jelly-fish and pushed me in.

What for? inquired Sergeant Daly.

Because said Mr. Turnbull. He looked at the unconscious sergeant, and the words on his lips died away in an inarticulate growl.

What for? pursued the sergeant, in triumph. Be reasonable, Mr. Turnbull. Wheres the reason in pushing you overboard and then nearly losing his life saving you? That would be a fools trick. It was as fine a thing as ever I saw.

What you ad, Mr. Turnbull, said the stout fisherman, tapping him on the arm, was a little touch o the sun.

What felt to you like a push, said another man, and over you went.

As easy as easy, said a third.

Youre red in the face now, said the stout fisherman, regarding him critically, and your eyes are starting. You take my advice and get ome and get to bed, and the first thing youll do when you get your senses back will be to go round and thank Mr. Blundell for all es done for you.
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Mr. Turnbull looked at them, and the circle of intelligent faces grew misty before his angry eyes. One man, ignoring his sodden condition, recommended a wet handkerchief tied round his brow.

I dont want any thanks, Mr. Turnbull, said Blundell, feebly, as he was assisted to his feet. Id do as much for you again.

The stout fisherman patted him admiringly on the back, and Mr. Turnbull felt like a prophet beholding a realised vision as the spectators clustered round Mr. Blundell and followed their friends example. Tenderly but firmly they led the hero in triumph up the quay toward home, shouting out eulogistic descriptions of his valour to curious neighbours as they passed. Mr. Turnbull, churlishly keeping his distance in the rear of the procession, received in grim silence the congratulations of his friends.

The extraordinary hallucination caused by the sun-stroke lasted with him for over a week, but at the end of that time his mind cleared and he saw things in the same light as reasonable folk. Venia was the first to congratulate him upon his recovery; but his extraordinary behaviour in proposing to Miss Sippet the very day on which she herself became Mrs. Blundell convinced her that his recovery was only partial.


BILLS LAPSE

Strength and good-nature  said the night-watchman, musingly, as he felt his biceps  strength and good-nature always go together. Sometimes you find a strong man who is not good-natured, but then, as everybody he comes in contack with is, it comes to the same thing.

The strongest and kindest-earted man I ever come across was a man o the name of Bill Burton, a ship-mate of Ginger Dicks. For that matter e was a shipmate o Peter Russets and old Sam Smalls too. Not over and above tall; just about my height, his arms was like another mans legs for size, and is chest and his back and shoulders might ha been made for a giant. And with all that hed got a soft blue eye like a gals (blues my favourite colour for gals eyes), and a nice, soft, curly brown beard. He was an A.B., too, and that showed ow good-natured he was, to pick up with firemen.

He got so fond of em that when they was all paid off from the Ocean King he asked to be allowed to join them in taking a room ashore. It pleased every-body, four coming cheaper than three, and Bill being that good-tempered that ed put up with anything, and when any of the three quarrelled he used to act the part of peacemaker.
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The only thing about im that they didnt like was that e was a teetotaler. Hed go into public-ouses with em, but he wouldnt drink; leastways, that is to say, he wouldnt drink beer, and Ginger used to say that it made im feel uncomfortable to see Bill put away a bottle o lemonade every time they ad a drink. One night arter e had ad seventeen bottles he could ardly got home, and Peter Russet, who knew a lot about pills and such-like, pointed out to im ow bad it was for his constitushon. He proved that the lemonade would eat away the coats o Bills stomach, and that if e kept on e might drop down dead at any moment.

That frightened Bill a bit, and the next night, instead of aving lemonade, e had five bottles o stone ginger-beer, six of different kinds of teetotal beer, three of soda-water, and two cups of coffee. Im not counting the drink he ad at the chemists shop arterward, because he took that as medicine, but he was so queer in is inside next morning that e began to be afraid hed ave to give up drink altogether.

He went without the next night, but e was such a generous man that e would pay every fourth time, and there was no pleasure to the other chaps to see im pay and ave nothing out of it. It spoilt their evening, and owing to aving only about arf wot they was accustomed to they all got up very disagreeable next morning.

Why not take just a little beer, Bill? asks Ginger.

Bill ung his ead and looked a bit silly. Id rather not, mate, he ses, at last. Ive been teetotal for eleven months now.

Think of your ealth, Bill, ses Peter Russet; your ealth is more important than the pledge. Wot made you take it?

Bill coughed. I ad reasons, he ses, slowly. A mate o mine wished me to.

He ought to ha known better, ses Sam. He ad is reasons, ses Bill.

Well, all I can say is, Bill, ses Ginger, all I can say is, its very disobligin of you.

Disobligin? ses Bill, with a start; dont say that, mate.

I must say it, ses Ginger, speaking very firm.

You neednt take a lot, Bill, ses Sam; nobody wants you to do that. Just drink in moderation, same as wot we do.

It gets into my ead, ses Bill, at last.

Well, and wot of it? ses Ginger; it gets into everybodys ead occasionally. Why, one night old Sam ere went up behind a policeman and tickled im under the arms; didnt you, Sam?

I did nothing o the kind, ses Sam, firing up.

Well, you was fined ten bob for it next morning, thats all I know, ses Ginger.

I was fined ten bob for punching im, ses old Sam, very wild. I never tickled a policeman in my life. I never thought o such a thing. Id no more tickle a policeman than Id fly. Anybody that ses I did is a liar. Why should I? Where does the sense come in? Wot should I want to do it for?

All right, Sam, ses Ginger, sticking is fingers in is ears, you didnt, then.

No, I didnt, ses Sam, and dont you forget it. This aint the fust time youve told that lie about me. I can take a joke with any man; but anybody that goes and ses I tickled

All right, ses Ginger and Peter Russet together. Youll ave tickled policeman on the brain if you aint careful, Sam, ses Peter.

Old Sam sat down growling, and Ginger Dick turned to Bill agin. It gets into everybodys ead at times, he ses, and wheres the arm? Its wot it was meant for.

Bill shook his ead, but when Ginger called im disobligin agin he gave way and he broke the pledge that very evening with a pint o six arf.

Ginger was surprised to see the way e took his liquor. Arter three or four pints hed expected to see im turn a bit silly, or sing, or do something o the kind, but Bill kept on as if e was drinking water.

Think of the armless pleasure youve been losing all these months, Bill, ses Ginger, smiling at him.

Bill said it wouldnt bear thinking of, and, the next place they came to he said some rather ard things of the man whod persuaded im to take the pledge. He ad two or three more there, and then they began to see that it was beginning to have an effect on im. The first one that noticed it was Ginger Dick. Bill ad just lit is pipe, and as he threw the match down he ses: I dont like these ere safety matches, he ses.

Dont you, Bill? ses Ginger. I do, rather.

Oh, you do, do you? ses Bill, turning on im like lightning; well, take that for contradictin, he ses, an he gave Ginger a smack that nearly knocked his ead off.

It was so sudden that old Sam and Peter put their beer down and stared at each other as if they couldnt believe their eyes. Then they stooped down and helped pore Ginger on to is legs agin and began to brush im down.

Never mind about im, mates, ses Bill, looking at Ginger very wicked. Praps he wont be so ready to give me is lip next time. Lets come to another pub and enjoy ourselves.

Sam and Peter followed im out like lambs, ardly daring to look over their shoulder at Ginger, who was staggering arter them some distance behind a olding a handerchief to is face.

Its your turn to pay, Sam, ses Bill, when theyd got inside the next place. Wots it to be? Give it a name.

Three arf pints o four ale, miss, ses Sam, not because e was mean, but because it wasnt is turn. Three wot? ses Bill, turning on im.

Three pots o six ale, miss, ses Sam, in a hurry.

That wasnt wot you said afore, ses Bill. Take that, he ses, giving pore old Sam a wipe in the mouth and knocking im over a stool; take that for your sauce.

Peter Russet stood staring at Sam and wondering wot Bill ud be like when hed ad a little more. Sam picked hisself up arter a time and went outside to talk to Ginger about it, and then Bill put is arm round Peters neck and began to cry a bit and say e was the only pal hed got left in the world. It was very awkward for Peter, and more awkward still when the barman came up and told im to take Bill outside.

Go on, he ses, out with im.

Hes all right, ses Peter, trembling; wes the truest-arted gentleman in London. Aint you, Bill?

Bill said he was, and e asked the barman to go and hide is face because it reminded im of a little dog e had ad once wot ad died.

You get outside afore youre hurt, ses the bar-man.

Bill punched at im over the bar, and not being able to reach im threw Peters pot o beer at im. There was a fearful to-do then, and the landlord jumped over the bar and stood in the doorway, whistling for the police. Bill struck out right and left, and the men in the bar went down like skittles, Peter among them. Then they got outside, and Bill, arter giving the landlord a thump in the back wot nearly made him swallow the whistle, jumped into a cab and pulled Peter Russet in arter im.
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Ill talk to you by-and-by, he ses, as the cab drove off at a gallop; there aint room in this cab. You wait, my lad, thats all. You just wait till we get out, and Ill knock you silly.

Wot for, Bill? ses Peter, staring.

Dont you talk to me, roars Bill. If I choose to knock you about thats my business, aint it? Besides, you know very well.

He wouldnt let Peter say another word, but coming to a quiet place near the docks he stopped the cab and pulling im out gave im such a dressing down that Peter thought is last hour ad arrived. He let im go at last, and after first making him pay the cab-man took im along till they came to a public-ouse and made im pay for drinks.

They stayed there till nearly eleven oclock, and then Bill set off home olding the unfortunit Peter by the scruff o the neck, and wondering out loud whether e ought to pay im a bit more or not. Afore e could make up is mind, however, he turned sleepy, and, throwing imself down on the bed which was meant for the two of em, fell into a peaceful sleep.

Sam and Ginger Dick came in a little while arterward, both badly marked where Bill ad hit them, and sat talking to Peter in whispers as to wot was to be done. Ginger, who ad plenty of pluck, was for them all to set on to im, but Sam wouldnt ear of it, and as for Peter he was so sore he could ardly move.

They all turned in to the other bed at last, arf afraid to move for fear of disturbing Bill, and when they woke up in the morning and see im sitting up in is bed they lay as still as mice.

Why, Ginger, old chap, ses Bill, with a earty smile, wot are you all three in one bed for?

We was a bit cold, ses Ginger.

Cold? ses Bill. Wot, this weather? We ad a bit of a spree last night, old man, didnt we? My throats as dry as a cinder.

It aint my idea of a spree, ses Ginger, sitting up and looking at im.

Good eavens, Ginger! ses Bill, starting back, wotever ave you been a-doing to your face? Have you been tumbling off of a bus?

Ginger couldnt answer; and Sam Small and Peter sat up in bed alongside of im, and Bill, getting as far back on is bed as he could, sat staring at their pore faces as if e was having a orrible dream.

And theres Sam, he ses. Where ever did you get that mouth, Sam?

Same place as Ginger got is eye and pore Peter got is face, ses Sam, grinding his teeth.

You dont mean to tell me, ses Bill, in a sad voice you dont mean to tell me that I did it?

You know well enough, ses Ginger.

Bill looked at em, and is face got as long as a yard measure.

Id oped Id growed out of it, mates, he ses, at last, but drink always takes me like that. I cant keep a pal.

You surprise me, ses Ginger, sarcastic-like. Dont talk like that, Ginger, ses Bill, arf crying.

It aint my fault; its my weakness. Wot did I do it for?

I dont know, ses Ginger, but you wont get the chance of doing it agin, Ill tell you that much.

I daresay I shall be better to-night, Ginger, ses Bill, very humble; it dont always take me that way.

Well, we dont want you with us any more, ses old Sam, olding his ead very high.

Youll ave to go and get your beer by yourself, Bill, ses Peter Russet, feeling is bruises with the tips of is fingers.

But then I should be worse, ses Bill. I want cheerful company when Im like that. I should very likely come ome and arf kill you all in your beds. You dont arf know what Im like. Last night was nothing, else I should ave remembered it.

Cheerful company? ses old Sam. Ow do you think companys going to be cheerful when youre carrying on like that, Bill? Why dont you go away and leave us alone?

Because Ive got a art, ses Bill. I cant chuck up pals in that free-and-easy way. Once I take a liking to anybody Id do anything for em, and Ive never met three chaps I like better than wot I do you. Three nicer, straight-forrad, free-anded mates Ive never met afore.

Why not take the pledge agin, Bill? ses Peter Russet.

No, mate, ses Bill, with a kind smile; its just a weakness, and I must try and grow out of it. Ill tie a bit o string round my little finger to-night as a re-minder.

He got out of bed and began to wash is face, and Ginger Dick, who was doing a bit o thinking, gave a whisper to Sam and Peter Russet.

All right, Bill, old man, he ses, getting out of bed and beginning to put his clothes on; but first of all well try and find out ow the landlord is.

Landlord? ses Bill, puffing and blowing in the basin. Wot landlord?

Why, the one you bashed, ses Ginger, with a wink at the other two. He adnt got is senses back when me and Sam came away.

Bill gave a groan and sat on the bed while e dried himself, and Ginger told im ow he ad bent a quart pot on the landlords ead, and ow the landlord ad been carried upstairs and the doctor sent for. He began to tremble all over, and when Ginger said hed go out and see ow the land lay e could ardly thank im enough.

He stayed in the bedroom all day, with the blinds down, and wouldnt eat anything, and when Ginger looked in about eight oclock to find out whether he ad gone, he found im sitting on the bed clean shaved, and is face cut about all over where the razor ad slipped.

Ginger was gone about two hours, and when e came back he looked so solemn that old Sam asked im whether he ad seen a ghost. Ginger didnt answer im; he set down on the side o the bed and sat thinking.

I spose  I spose its nice and fresh in the streets this morning? ses Bill, at last, in a trembling voice.

Ginger started and looked at im. I didnt notice, mate, he ses. Then e got up and patted Bill on the back, very gentle, and sat down again.
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Anything wrong, Ginger? asks Peter Russet, staring at im.

Its that landlord, ses Ginger; theres straw down in the road outside, and they say that hes dying. Pore old Bill dont know is own strength. The best thing you can do, old pal, is to go as far away as you can, at once.

I shouldnt wait a minnit if it was me, ses old Sam.

Bill groaned and hid is face in his ands, and then Peter Russet went and spoilt things by saying that the safest place for a murderer to ide in was London. Bill gave a dreadful groan when e said murderer, but e up and agreed with Peter, and all Sam and Ginger Dick could do wouldnt make im alter his mind. He said that he would shave off is beard and moustache, and when night came e would creep out and take a lodging somewhere right the other end of London.

Itll soon be dark, ses Ginger, and your own brother wouldnt know you now, Bill. Where dyou think of going?

Bill shook his ead. Nobody must know that, mate, he ses. I must go into hiding for as long as I can  as long as my money lasts; Ive only got six pounds left.

Thatll last a long time if youre careful, ses Ginger.

I want a lot more, ses Bill. I want you to take this silver ring as a keepsake, Ginger. If I ad another six pounds or so I should feel much safer. Ow much ave you got, Ginger?

Not much, ses Ginger, shaking his ead.

Lend it to me, mate, ses Bill, stretching out his and. You can easy get another ship. Ah, I wish I was you; Id be as appy as appy if I hadnt got a penny.

Im very sorry, Bill, ses Ginger, trying to smile, but Ive already promised to lend it to a man wot we met this evening. A promise is a promise, else Id lend it to you with pleasure.

Would you let me be ung for the sake of a few pounds, Ginger? ses Bill, looking at im reproach-fully. Im a desprit man, Ginger, and I must ave that money.

Afore pore Ginger could move he suddenly clapped is hand over is mouth and flung im on the bed. Ginger was like a child in is hands, although he struggled like a madman, and in five minutes e was laying there with a towel tied round his mouth and is arms and legs tied up with the cord off of Sams chest.

Im very sorry, Ginger, ses Bill, as e took a little over eight pounds out of Gingers pocket. Ill pay you back one o these days, if I can. If youd got a rope round your neck same as I ave youd do the same as Ive done.

He lifted up the bedclothes and put Ginger inside and tucked im up. Gingers face was red with passion and is eyes starting out of his ead.

Eight and six is fifteen, ses Bill, and just then he eard somebody coming up the stairs. Ginger eard it, too, and as Peter Russet came into the room e tried all e could to attract is attention by rolling is ead from side to side.

Why, as Ginger gone to bed? ses Peter. Wots up, Ginger?

Hes all right, ses Bill; just a bit of a eadache.

Peter stood staring at the bed, and then e pulled the clothes off and saw pore Ginger all tied up, and making awful eyes at im to undo him.

I ad to do it, Peter, ses Bill. I wanted some more money to escape with, and e wouldnt lend it to me. I avent got as much as I want now. You just came in in the nick of time. Another minute and youd ha missed me. Ow much ave you got?

Ah, I wish I could lend you some, Bill, ses Peter Russet, turning pale, but Ive ad my pocket picked; thats wot I came back for, to get some from Ginger.

Bill didnt say a word.

You see ow it is, Bill, ses Peter, edging back toward the door; three men laid old of me and took every farthing Id got.

Well, I cant rob you, then, ses Bill, catching old of im. Whoevers money this is, he ses, pulling a handful out o Peters pocket, it cant be yours. Now, if you make another sound Ill knock your ead off afore I tie you up.

Dont tie me up, Bill, ses Peter, struggling.

I cant trust you, ses Bill, dragging im over to the washstand and taking up the other towel; turn round.

Peter was a much easier job than Ginger Dick, and arter Bill ad done im e put im in alongside o Ginger and covered em up, arter first tying both the gags round with some string to prevent em slipping.

Mind, Ive only borrowed it, he ses, standing by the side o the bed; but I must say, mates, Im disappointed in both of you. If either of you ad ad the misfortune wot Ive ad, Id have sold the clothes off my back to elp you. And I wouldnt ave waited to be asked neither.

He stood there for a minute very sorrowful, and then e patted both their eads and went downstairs. Ginger and Peter lay listening for a bit, and then they turned their pore bound-up faces to each other and tried to talk with their eyes.

Then Ginger began to wriggle and try and twist the cords off, but e might as well ave tried to wriggle out of is skin. The worst of it was they couldnt make known their intentions to each other, and when Peter Russet leaned over im and tried to work is gag off by rubbing it up agin is nose, Ginger pretty near went crazy with temper. He banged Peter with his ead, and Peter banged back, and they kept it up till theyd both got splitting eadaches, and at last they gave up in despair and lay in the darkness waiting for Sam.

And all this time Sam was sitting in the Red Lion, waiting for them. He sat there quite patient till twelve oclock and then walked slowly ome, wondering wot ad happened and whether Bill had gone.

Ginger was the fust to ear is foot on the stairs, and as he came into the room, in the darkness, him an Peter Russet started shaking their bed in a way that scared old Sam nearly to death. He thought it was Bill carrying on agin, and e was out o that door and arf-way downstairs afore he stopped to take breath. He stood there trembling for about ten minutes, and then, as nothing appened, he walked slowly upstairs agin on tiptoe, and as soon as they heard the door creak Peter and Ginger made that bed do everything but speak.

Is that you, Bill? ses old Sam, in a shaky voice, and standing ready to dash downstairs agin.

There was no answer except for the bed, and Sam didnt know whether Bill was dying or whether e ad got delirium trimmings. All e did know was that e wasnt going to sleep in that room. He shut the door gently and went downstairs agin, feeling in is pocket for a match, and, not finding one, e picked out the softest stair e could find and, leaning his ead agin the banisters, went to sleep.
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It was about six oclock when e woke up, and broad daylight. He was stiff and sore all over, and feeling braver in the light e stepped softly upstairs and opened the door. Peter and Ginger was waiting for im, and as he peeped in e saw two things sitting up in bed with their air standing up all over like mops and their faces tied up with bandages. He was that startled e nearly screamed, and then e stepped into the room and stared at em as if he couldnt believe is eyes.

Is that you, Ginger? he ses. Wot dye mean by making sights of yourselves like that? Ave you took leave of your senses?

Ginger and Peter shook their eads and rolled their eyes, and then Sam see wot was the matter with em. Fust thing e did was to pull out is knife and cut Gingers gag off, and the fust thing Ginger did was to call im every name e could lay his tongue to.

You wait a moment, he screams, arf crying with rage. You wait till I get my ands loose and Ill pull you to pieces. The idea o leaving us like this all night, you old crocodile. I eard you come in. Ill pay you.

Sam didnt answer im. He cut off Peter Russets gag, and Peter Russet called im arf a score o names without taking breath.

And when Gingers finished Ill ave a go at you, he ses. Cut off these lines.

At once, dye hear? ses Ginger. Oh, you wait till I get my ands on you.

Sam didnt answer em; he shut up is knife with a click and then e sat at the foot o the bed on Gingers feet and looked at em. It wasnt the fust time theyd been rude to im, but as a rule hed ad to put up with it. He sat and listened while Ginger swore imself faint.

Thatll do, he ses, at last; another word and I shall put the bedclothes over your ead. Afore I do anything more I want to know wot its all about.

Peter told im, arter fust calling im some more names, because Ginger was past it, and when ed finished old Sam said ow surprised he was at them for letting Bill do it, and told em how they ought to ave prevented it. He sat there talking as though e enjoyed the sound of is own voice, and he told Peter and Ginger all their faults and said wot sorrow it caused their friends. Twice he ad to throw the bedclothes over their eads because o the noise they was making.
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Are you going  to undo  us? ses Ginger, at last.

No, Ginger, ses old Sam; in justice to myself I couldnt do it. Arter wot youve said  and arter wot Ive said  my life wouldnt be safe. Besides which, youd want to go shares in my money.

He took up is chest and marched downstairs with it, and about arf an hour arterward the landladys usband came up and set em free. As soon as theyd got the use of their legs back they started out to look for Sam, but they didnt find im for nearly a year, and as for Bill, they never set eyes on im again.


LAWYER QUINCE

Lawyer Quince, so called by his neighbours in Little Haven from his readiness at all times to place at their disposal the legal lore he had acquired from a few old books while following his useful occupation of making boots, sat in a kind of wooden hutch at the side of his cottage plying his trade. The London coach had gone by in a cloud of dust some three hours before, and since then the wide village street had slumbered almost undisturbed in the sunshine.
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Hearing footsteps and the sound of voices raised in dispute caused him to look up from his work. Mr. Rose, of Holly Farm, Hogg, the miller, and one or two neighbours of lesser degree appeared to be in earnest debate over some point of unusual difficulty.

Lawyer Quince took a pinch of snuff and bent to his work again. Mr. Rose was one of the very few who openly questioned his legal knowledge, and his gibes concerning it were only too frequent. Moreover, he had a taste for practical joking, which to a grave man was sometimes offensive.

Well, here he be, said Mr. Hogg to the farmer, as the group halted in front of the hutch. Now ask Lawyer Quince and see whether I aint told you true. Im willing to abide by what he says.

Mr. Quince put down his hammer and, brushing a little snuff from his coat, leaned back in his chair and eyed them with grave confidence.

Its like this, said the farmer. Young Pascoe has been hanging round after my girl Celia, though I told her she wasnt to have nothing to do with him. Half an hour ago I was going to put my pony in its stable when I see a young man sitting there waiting.

Well? said Mr. Quince, after a pause.

Hes there yet, said the farmer. I locked him in, and Hogg here says that Ive got the right to keep him locked up there as long as I like. I say its agin the law, but Hogg he says no. I say his folks would come and try to break open my stable, but Hogg says if they do I can have the law of em for damaging my property.

So you can, interposed Mr. Hogg, firmly. You see whether Lawyer Quince dont say Im right.

Mr. Quince frowned, and in order to think more deeply closed his eyes. Taking advantage of this three of his auditors, with remarkable unanimity, each closed one.

Its your stable, said Mr. Quince, opening his eyes and speaking with great deliberation, and you have a right to lock it up when you like.

There you are, said Mr. Hogg; what did I tell you?

If anybodys there thats got no business there, thats his look-out, continued Mr. Quince. You didnt induce him to go in?

Certainly not, replied the farmer.

I told him he can keep him there as long as he likes, said the jubilant Mr. Hogg, and pass him in bread and water through the winder; its got bars to it.

Yes, said Mr. Quince, nodding, he can do that. As for his folks knocking the place about, if you like to tie up one or two of them nasty, savage dogs of yours to the stable, well, its your stable, and you can fasten your dogs to it if you like. And youve generally got a man about the yard.

Mr. Hogg smacked his thigh in ecstasy.

But began the farmer.

Thats the law, said the autocratic Mr. Quince, sharply. O course, if you think you know more about it than I do, Ive nothing more to say.

I dont want to do nothing I could get into trouble for, murmured Mr. Rose.

You cant get into trouble by doing as I tell you, said the shoemaker, impatiently. However, to be quite on the safe side, if I was in your place I should lose the key.

Lose the key? said the farmer, blankly.

Lose the key, repeated the shoemaker, his eyes watering with intense appreciation of his own resourcefulness. You can find it any time you want to, you know. Keep him there till he promises to give up your daughter, and tell him that as soon as he does youll have a hunt for the key.

Mr. Rose regarded him with what the shoemaker easily understood to be speechless admiration.

I  Im glad I came to you, said the farmer, at last.

Youre welcome, said the shoemaker, loftily. Im always ready to give advice to them as require it.

And good advice it is, said the smiling Mr. Hogg. Why dont you behave yourself, Joe Garnham? he demanded, turning fiercely on a listener.

Mr. Garnham, whose eyes were watering with emotion, attempted to explain, but, becoming hysterical, thrust a huge red handkerchief to his mouth and was led away by a friend. Mr. Quince regarded his departure with mild disdain.

Little things please little minds, he remarked.

So they do, said Mr. Hogg. I never thought  Whats the matter with you, George Askew?

Mr. Askew, turning his back on him, threw up his hands with a helpless gesture and followed in the wake of Mr. Garnham. Mr. Hogg appeared to be about to apologise, and then suddenly altering his mind made a hasty and unceremonious exit, accompanied by the farmer.

Mr. Quince raised his eyebrows and then, after a long and meditative pinch of snuff, resumed his work. The sun went down and the light faded slowly; distant voices sounded close on the still evening air, snatches of hoarse laughter jarred upon his ears. It was clear that the story of the imprisoned swain was giving pleasure to Little Haven.

He rose at last from his chair and, stretching his long, gaunt frame, removed his leather apron, and after a wash at the pump went into the house. Supper was laid, and he gazed with approval on the home-made sausage rolls, the piece of cold pork, and the cheese which awaited his onslaught.

We wont wait for Ned, said Mrs. Quince, as she brought in a jug of ale and placed it by her husbands elbow.

Mr. Quince nodded and filled his glass.

Youve been giving more advice, I hear, said Mrs. Quince.

Her husband, who was very busy, nodded again.

It wouldnt make no difference to young Pascoes chance, anyway, said Mrs. Quince, thoughtfully.

Mr. Quince continued his labours. Why? he inquired, at last.

His wife smiled and tossed her head.

Young Pascoes no chance against our Ned, she said, swelling with maternal pride.

Eh? said the shoemaker, laying down his knife and fork. Our Ned?

They are as fond of each other as they can be, said Mrs. Quince, though I dont suppose Farmer Rosell care for it; not but what our Neds as good as he is.

Is Ned up there now? demanded the shoemaker, turning pale, as the mirthful face of Mr. Garnham suddenly occurred to him.

Sure to be, tittered his wife. And to think o poor young Pascoe shut up in that stable while hes courting Celia!

Mr. Quince took up his knife and fork again, but his appetite had gone. Whoever might be paying attention to Miss Rose at that moment he felt quite certain that it was not Mr. Ned Quince, and he trembled with anger as he saw the absurd situation into which the humorous Mr. Rose had led him. For years Little Haven had accepted his decisions as final and boasted of his sharpness to neighbouring hamlets, and many a cottager had brought his boots to be mended a whole week before their time for the sake of an interview.

He moved his chair from the table and smoked a pipe. Then he rose, and putting a couple of formidable law-books under his arm, walked slowly down the road in the direction of Holly Farm.

The road was very quiet and the White Swan, usually full at this hour, was almost deserted, but if any doubts as to the identity of the prisoner lingered in his mind they were speedily dissipated by the behaviour of the few customers who crowded to the door to see him pass.

A hum of voices fell on his ear as he approached the farm; half the male and a goodly proportion of the female population of Little Haven were leaning against the fence or standing in little knots in the road, while a few of higher social status stood in the farm-yard itself.

Come down to have a look at the prisoner? inquired the farmer, who was standing surrounded by a little group of admirers.
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I came down to see you about that advice I gave you this afternoon, said Mr. Quince.

Ah! said the other.

I was busy when you came, continued Mr. Quince, in a voice of easy unconcern, and I gave you advice from memory. Looking up the subject after youd gone I found that I was wrong.

You dont say so? said the farmer, uneasily. If Ive done wrong Im only doing what you told me I could do.

Mistakes will happen with the best of us, said the shoemaker, loudly, for the benefit of one or two murmurers. Ive known a man to marry a woman for her money before now and find out afterward that she hadnt got any.

One unit of the group detached itself and wandered listlessly toward the gate.

Well, I hope I aint done nothing wrong, said Mr. Rose, anxiously. You gave me the advice; theres men here as can prove it. I dont want to do nothing agin the law. What had I better do?

Well, if I was you, said Mr. Quince, concealing his satisfaction with difficulty, I should let him out at once and beg his pardon, and say you hope hell do nothing about it. Ill put in a word for you if you like with old Pascoe.

Mr. Rose coughed and eyed him queerly.

Youre a Briton, he said, warmly. Ill go and let him out at once.

He strode off to the stable, despite the protests of Mr. Hogg, and, standing by the door, appeared to be deep in thought; then he came back slowly, feeling in his pockets as he walked.

William, he said, turning toward Mr. Hogg, I spose you didnt happen to notice where I put that key?

That I didnt, said Mr. Hogg, his face clearing suddenly.

I had it in my hand not half an hour ago, said the agitated Mr. Rose, thrusting one hand into his trouser-pocket and groping. It cant be far.

Mr. Quince attempted to speak, and, failing, blew his nose violently.

My memory aint what it used to be, said the farmer. Howsomever, I dare say itll turn up in a day or two.

You  youd better force the door, suggested Mr. Quince, struggling to preserve an air of judicial calm.

No, no, said Mr. Rose; I aint going to damage my property like that. I can lock my stable-door and unlock it when I like; if people get in there as have no business there, its their look-out.

Thats law, said Mr. Hogg; Ill eat my hat if it aint.

Do you mean to tell me youve really lost the key? demanded Mr. Quince, eyeing the farmer sternly.

Seems like it, said Mr. Rose. However, he wont come to no hurt. Ill put in some bread and water for him, same as you advised me to.

Mr. Quince mastered his wrath by an effort, and with no sign of discomposure moved away without making any reference to the identity of the unfortunate in the stable.

Good-night, said the farmer, and thank you for coming and giving me the fresh advice. It aint everybody that ud ha taken the trouble. If I hadnt lost that key  

The shoemaker scowled, and with the two fat books under his arm passed the listening neighbours with the air of a thoughtful man out for an evening stroll. Once inside his house, however, his manner changed, the attitude of Mrs. Quince demanding, at any rate, a show of concern.

Its no good talking, he said at last. Ned shouldnt have gone there, and as for going to law about it, I shant do any such thing; I should never hear the end of it. I shall just go on as usual, as if nothing had happened, and when Rose is tired of keeping him there he must let him out. Ill bide my time.

Mrs. Quince subsided into vague mutterings as to what she would do if she were a man, coupled with sundry aspersions upon the character, looks, and family connections of Farmer Rose, which somewhat consoled her for being what she was.

He has always made jokes about your advice, she said at length, and now everybodyll think hes right. I shant be able to look anybody in the face. I should have seen through it at once if it had been me. Im going down to give him a bit o my mind.

You stay where you are, said Mr. Quince, sharply, and, mind, you are not to talk about it to anybody. Farmer Rose ud like nothing better than to see us upset about it. I aint done with him yet. You wait.

Mrs. Quince, having no option, waited, but nothing happened. The following day found Ned Quince still a prisoner, and, considering the circumstances, remarkably cheerful. He declined point-blank to renounce his preposterous attentions, and said that, living on the premises, he felt half like a son-in-law already. He also complimented the farmer upon the quality of his bread.

The next morning found him still unsubdued, and, under interrogation from the farmer, he admitted that he liked it, and said that the feeling of being at home was growing upon him.

If youre satisfied, I am, said Mr. Rose, grimly. Ill keep you here till you promise; mind that.

Its a noblemans life, said Ned, peeping through the window, and Im beginning to like you as much as my real father.

I dont want none o yer impudence, said the farmer, reddening.
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Youll like me better when youve had me here a little longer, said Ned; I shall grow on you. Why not be reasonable and make up your mind to it? Celia and I have.

Im going to send Celia away on Saturday, said Mr. Rose; make yourself happy and comfortable in here till then. If youd like another crust o bread or an extra half pint o water youve only got to mention it. When shes gone Ill have a hunt for that key, so as you can go back to your father and help him to understand his law-books better.

He strode off with the air of a conqueror, and having occasion to go to the village looked in at the shoe-makers window as he passed and smiled broadly. For years Little Haven had regarded Mr. Quince with awe, as being far too dangerous a man for the lay mind to tamper with, and at one stroke the farmer had revealed the hollowness of his pretensions. Only that morning the wife of a labourer had called and asked him to hurry the mending of a pair of boots. She was a voluble woman, and having overcome her preliminary nervousness more than hinted that if he gave less time to the law and more to his trade it would be better for himself and everybody else.

Miss Rose accepted her lot in a spirit of dutiful resignation, and on Saturday morning after her fathers admonition not to forget that the coach left the White Swan at two sharp, set off to pay a few farewell visits. By half-past twelve she had finished, and Lawyer Quince becoming conscious of a shadow on his work looked up to see her standing before the window. He replied to a bewitching smile with a short nod and became intent upon his work again.

For a short time Celia lingered, then to his astonishment she opened the gate and walked past the side of the house into the garden. With growing astonishment he observed her enter his tool-shed and close the door behind her.

For ten minutes he worked on and then, curiosity getting the better of him, he walked slowly to the tool-shed and, opening the door a little way, peeped in. It was a small shed, crowded with agricultural implements. The floor was occupied by an upturned wheelbarrow, and sitting on the barrow, with her soft cheek leaning against the wall, sat Miss Rose fast asleep. Mr. Quince coughed several times, each cough being louder than the last, and then, treading softly, was about to return to the workshop when the girl stirred and muttered in her sleep. At first she was unintelligible, then he distinctly caught the words idiot and blockhead.

Shes dreaming of somebody, said Mr. Quince to himself with conviction.

Wonder who it is?

Cant see  a thing  under  his  nose, murmured the fair sleeper.

Celia! said Mr. Quince, sharply. Celia!

He took a hoe from the wall and prodded her gently with the handle. A singularly vicious expression marred the soft features, but that was all.

Ce-lia! said the shoemaker, who feared sun-stroke.

Fancy if he  had  a moments common sense, murmured Celia, drowsily, and locked  the door.

Lawyer Quince dropped the hoe with a clatter and stood regarding her open-mouthed. He was a careful man with his property, and the stout door boasted a good lock. He sped to the house on tip-toe, and taking the key from its nail on the kitchen dresser returned to the shed, and after another puzzled glance at the sleeping girl locked her in.

For half an hour he sat in silent enjoyment of the situation  enjoyment which would have been increased if he could have seen Mr. Rose standing at the gate of Holly Farm, casting anxious glances up and down the road. Celias luggage had gone down to the White Swan, and an excellent cold luncheon was awaiting her attention in the living-room.

Half-past one came and no Celia, and five minutes later two farm labourers and a boy lumbered off in different directions in search of the missing girl, with instructions that she was to go straight to the White Swan to meet the coach. The farmer himself walked down to the inn, turning over in his mind a heated lecture composed for the occasion, but the coach came and, after a cheerful bustle and the consumption of sundry mugs of beer, sped on its way again.

He returned home in silent consternation, seeking in vain for a satisfactory explanation of the mystery. For a robust young woman to disappear in broad day-light and leave no trace behind her was extraordinary. Then a sudden sinking sensation in the region of the waistcoat and an idea occurred simultaneously.

He walked down to the village again, the idea growing steadily all the way. Lawyer Quince was hard at work, as usual, as he passed. He went by the window three times and gazed wistfully at the cottage. Coming to the conclusion at last that two heads were better than one in such a business, he walked on to the mill and sought Mr. Hogg.

Thats what it is, said the miller, as he breathed his suspicions. I thought all along Lawyer Quince would have the laugh of you. Hes wonderful deep. Now, lets go to work cautious like. Try and look as if nothing had happened.
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Mr. Rose tried.

Try agin, said the miller, with some severity. Get the red out o your face and let your eyes go back and dont look as though youre going to bite somebody.

Mr. Rose swallowed an angry retort, and with an attempt at careless ease sauntered up the road with the miller to the shoemakers. Lawyer Quince was still busy, and looked up inquiringly as they passed before him.

I spose, said the diplomatic Mr. Hogg, who was well acquainted with his neighbours tidy and methodical habits I spose you couldnt lend me your barrow for half an hour? The wheels off mine.

Mr. Quince hesitated, and then favoured him with a glance intended to remind him of his scurvy behaviour three days before.

You can have it, he said at last, rising.

Mr. Hogg pinched his friend in his excitement, and both watched Mr. Quince with bated breath as he took long, slow strides toward the tool-shed. He tried the door and then went into the house, and even before his reappearance both gentlemen knew only too well what was about to happen. Red was all too poor a word to apply to Mr. Roses countenance as the shoemaker came toward them, feeling in his waist-coat pocket with hooked fingers and thumb, while Mr. Hoggs expressive features were twisted into an appearance of rosy appreciation.

Did you want the barrow very particular? inquired the shoemaker, in a regretful voice.

Very particular, said Mr. Hogg.

Mr. Quince went through the performance of feeling in all his pockets, and then stood meditatively rubbing his chin.

The doors locked, he said, slowly, and what Ive done with that there key  

You open that door, vociferated Mr. Rose, else Ill break it in. Youve got my daughter in that shed and Im going to have her out.

Your daughter? said Mr. Quince, with an air of faint surprise. What should she be doing in my shed?

You let her out, stormed Mr. Rose, trying to push past him.

Dont trespass on my premises, said Lawyer Quince, interposing his long, gaunt frame. If you want that door opened youll have to wait till my boy Ned comes home. I expect he knows where to find the key.

Mr. Roses hands fell limply by his side and his tongue, turning prudish, refused its office. He turned and stared at Mr. Hogg in silent consternation.

Never known him to be beaten yet, said that admiring weather-cock.

Neds been away three days, said the shoemaker, but I expect him home soon.

Mr. Rose made a strange noise in his throat and then, accepting his defeat, set off at a rapid pace in the direction of home. In a marvellously short space of time, considering his age and figure, he was seen returning with Ned Quince, flushed and dishevelled, walking by his side.

Here he is, said the farmer. Now wheres that key?

Lawyer Quince took his son by the arm and led him into the house, from whence they almost immediately emerged with Ned waving the key.

I thought it wasnt far, said the sapient Mr. Hogg.

Ned put the key in the lock and flinging the door open revealed Celia Rose, blinking and confused in the sudden sunshine. She drew back as she saw her father and began to cry with considerable fervour.

How did you get in that shed, miss? demanded her parent, stamping.
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I  I went there, she sobbed. I didnt want to go away.

Well, youd better stay there, shouted the over-wrought Mr. Rose. Ive done with you. A girl that ud turn against her own father I  I

He drove his right fist into his left palm and stamped out into the road. Lawyer Quince and Mr. Hogg, after a moments hesitation, followed.

The laughs agin you, farmer, said the latter gentleman, taking his arm.

Mr. Rose shook him off.

Better make the best of it, continued the peace-maker.

Shes a girl to be proud of, said Lawyer Quince, keeping pace with the farmer on the other side. Shes got a head thats worth yours and mine put together, with Hoggs thrown in as a little makeweight.

And heres the White Swan, said Mr. Hogg, who had a hazy idea of a compliment, and all of us as dry as a bone. Why not all go in and have a glass to shut folks mouths?

And cry quits, said the shoemaker.

And let bygones be bygones, said Mr. Hogg, taking the farmers arm again.

Mr. Rose stopped and shook his head obstinately, and then, under the skilful pilotage of Mr. Hogg, was steered in the direction of the hospitable doors of the White Swan. He made a last bid for liberty on the step and then disappeared inside. Lawyer Quince brought up the rear.


BREAKING A SPELL

Witchcraft? said the old man, thoughtfully, as he scratched his scanty whiskers. No, I aint heard o none in these parts for a long time. There used to be a little of it about when I was a boy, and there was some talk of it arter Id growed up, but Claybury folk never took much count of it. The last bit of it I remember was about forty years ago, and that wasnt so much witchcraft as foolishness.

There was a man in this place then  Joe Barlcomb by name  who was a firm believer in it, and e used to do all sorts of things to save hisself from it. He was a new-comer in Claybury, and there was such a lot of it about in the parts he came from that the people thought o nothing else hardly.

He was a man as got imself very much liked at fust, especially by the old ladies, owing to his being so perlite to them, that they used to old im up for an example to the other men, and say wot nice, pretty ways he ad. Joe Barlcomb was everything at fust, but when they got to ear that his perliteness was because e thought arf of em was witches, and didnt know which arf, they altered their minds.
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In a month or two he was the laughing-stock of the place; but wot was worse to im than that was that hed made enemies of all the old ladies. Some of em was free-spoken women, and e couldnt sleep for thinking of the arm they might do im.

He was terrible uneasy about it at fust, but, as nothing appened and he seemed to go on very prosperous-like, e began to forget is fears, when all of a sudden e went ome one day and found is wife in bed with a broken leg.

She was standing on a broken chair to reach something down from the dresser when it appened, and it was pointed out to Joe Barlcomb that it was a thing anybody might ha done without being bewitched; but he said e knew better, and that theyd kept that broken chair for standing on for years and years to save the others, and nothing ad ever appened afore.

In less than a week arter that three of his young uns was down with the measles, and, is wife being laid up, he sent for er mother to come and nurse em. Its as true as I sit ere, but that pore old lady adnt been in the house two hours afore she went to bed with the yellow jaundice.

Joe Barlcomb went out of is mind amost. Hed never liked is wifes mother, and he wouldnt ave had er in the house ony e wanted her to nurse is wife and children, and when she came and laid up and wanted waiting on e couldnt dislike her enough.

He was quite certain all along that somebody was putting a spell on im, and when e went out a morning or two arterward and found is best pig lying dead in a corner of the sty he gave up and, going into the ouse, told em all that theyd ave to die cause he couldnt do anything more for em. His wifes mother and is wife and the children all started crying together, and Joe Barlcomb, when e thought of is pig, he sat down and cried too.

He sat up late that night thinking it over, and, arter looking at it all ways, he made up is mind to go and see Mrs. Prince, an old lady that lived all alone by erself in a cottage near Smiths farm. Hed set er down for wot he called a white witch, which is the best kind and ony do useful things, such as charming warts away or telling gals about their future usbands; and the next arternoon, arter telling is wifes mother that fresh air and travelling was the best cure for the yellow jaundice, he set off to see er.
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Mrs. Prince was sitting at er front door nursing er three cats when e got there. She was an ugly, little old woman with piercing black eyes and a hook nose, and she ad a quiet, artful sort of a way with er that made er very much disliked. One thing was she was always making fun of people, and for another she seemed to be able to tell their thoughts, and that dont get anybody liked much, especially when they dont keep it to theirselves. Shed been a ladys maid all er young days, and it was very ard to be taken for a witch just because she was old.

Fine day, maam, ses Joe Barlcomb.

Very fine, ses Mrs. Prince.

Being as I was passing, I just thought Id look in, ses Joe Barlcomb, eyeing the cats.

Take a chair, ses Mrs. Prince, getting up and dusting one down with er apron.

Joe sat down. Im in a bit o trouble, maam, he ses, and I thought praps as you could help me out of it. My pore pigs been bewitched, and its dead.

Bewitched? ses Mrs. Prince, whod eard of is ideas. Rubbish. Dont talk to me.

It aint rubbish, maam, ses Joe Barlcomb; three o my children is down with the measles, my wifes broke er leg, er mother is laid up in my little place with the yellow jaundice, and the pigs dead.

Wot, another one? ses Mrs. Prince.

No; the same one, ses Joe.

Well, ow am I to help you? ses Mrs. Prince. Do you want me to come and nurse em?

No, no, ses Joe, starting and turning pale; unless youd like to come and nurse my wifes mother, he ses, arter thinking a bit. I was hoping that youd know whod been overlooking me and that youd make em take the spell off.

Mrs. Prince got up from er chair and looked round for the broom shed been sweeping with, but, not finding it, she set down agin and stared in a curious sort o way at Joe Barlcomb.

Oh, I see, she ses, nodding. Fancy you guessing I was a witch.

You cant deceive me, ses Joe; Ive ad too much experience; I knew it the fust time I saw you by the mole on your nose.

Mrs. Prince got up and went into her back-place, trying her ardest to remember wot shed done with that broom. She couldnt find it anywhere, and at last she came back and sat staring at Joe for so long that e was arf frightened out of his life. And by-and-by she gave a orrible smile and sat rubbing the side of er nose with er finger.

If I help you, she ses at last, will you promise to keep it a dead secret and do exactly as I tell you? If you dont, dead pigsll be nothing to the misfortunes that you will ave.

I will, ses Joe Barlcomb, very pale.

The spell, ses Mrs. Prince, holding up her ands and shutting er eyes, was put upon you by a man. It is one out of six men as is jealous of you because youre so clever, but which one it is I cant tell without your assistance. Have you got any money?

A little, ses Joe, anxious-like a very little. Wot with the yellow jaundice and other things, I  

Fust thing to do, ses Mrs. Prince, still with her eyes shut, you go up to the Cauliflower to-night; the six menll all be there, and you must buy six hapennies off of them; one each.

Buy six hapennies? ses Joe, staring at her.

Dont repeat wot I say, ses Mrs. Prince; its unlucky. You buy six hapennies for a shilling each, without saying wot its for. Youll be able to buy em all right if youre civil.

It seems to me it dont need much civility for that, ses Joe, pulling a long face.

When youve got the hapennies, ses Mrs. Prince, bring em to me and Ill tell you wot to do with em. Dont lose no time, because I can see that something worse is going to appen if it aint prevented.

Is it anything to do with my wifes mother getting worse? ses Joe Barlcomb, who was a careful man and didnt want to waste six shillings.

No, something to you, ses Mrs. Prince.

Joe Barlcomb went cold all over, and then he put down a couple of eggs hed brought round for er and went off ome agin, and Mrs. Prince stood in the doorway with a cat on each shoulder and watched im till e was out of sight.

That night Joe Barlcomb came up to this ere Cauliflower public-house, same as hed been told, and by-and-by, arter he ad ad a pint, he looked round, and taking a shilling out of is pocket put it on the table, and he ses, Wholl give me a hapenny for that? he ses.

None of em seemed to be in a hurry. Bill Jones took it up and bit it, and rang it on the table and squinted at it, and then he bit it agin, and turned round and asked Joe Barlcomb wot was wrong with it.

Wrong? ses Joe; nothing.

Bill Jones put it down agin. Youre wide awake, Joe, he ses, but so am I.

Wont nobody give me a hapenny for it? ses Joe, looking round.

Then Peter Lamb came up, and he looked at it and rang it, and at last he gave Joe a hapenny for it and took it round, and everybody ad a look at it.

[image: img266.jpg]

It stands to reason its a bad un, ses Bill Jones, but its so well done I wish as Id bought it.

H-s-h! ses Peter Lamb; dont let the landlord ear you.

The landlord ad just that moment come in, and Peter walked up and ordered a pint, and took his ten-pence change as bold as brass. Arter that Joe Barbcomb bought five more hapennies afore you could wink amost, and every man wot sold one went up to the bar and ad a pint and got tenpence change, and drank Joe Barlcombs health.

There seems to be a lot o money knocking about to-night, ses the landlord, as Sam Martin, the last of em, was drinking is pint.

Sam Martin choked and put is pot down on the counter with a bang, and him and the other five was out o that door and sailing up the road with their tenpences afore the landlord could get his breath. He stood to the bar scratching his ead and staring, but he couldnt understand it a bit till a man wot was too late to sell his hapenny up and told im all about it. The fuss e made was terrible. The shillings was in a little heap on a shelf at the back o the bar, and he did all sorts o things to em to prove that they was bad, and threatened Joe Barlcomb with the police. At last, however, e saw wot a fool he was making of himself, and arter nearly breaking his teeth e dropped them into a drawer and stirred em up with the others.

Joe Barlcomb went round the next night to see Mrs. Prince, and she asked im a lot o questions about the men as ad sold im the hapennies.

The fust part as been done very well, she ses, nodding her ead at im; if you do the second part as well, youll soon know who your enemy is.

Nothingll bring the pig back, ses Joe.

Theres worse misfortunes than that, as Ive told you, ses Mrs. Prince, sharply. Now, listen to wot Im going to say to you. When the clock strikes twelve to-night  

Our clock dont strike, ses Joe.

Then you must borrow one that does, ses Mrs. Prince, and when it strikes twelve you must go round to each o them six men and sell them a hapenny for a shilling.

Joe Barlcomb looked at er. Ow? he ses, short-like.

Same way as you sold em a shilling for a ha-penny, ses Mrs. Prince; it dont matter whether they buy the hapennies or not. All youve got to do is to go and ask em, and the man as makes the most fuss is the man that as put the trouble on you.

It seems a roundabout way o going to work, ses Joe.

Wot! screams Mrs. Prince, jumping up and waving her arms about. Wot! Go your own way; Ill have nothing more to do with you. And dont blame me for anything that happens. Its a very bad thing to come to a witch for advice and then not to do as she tells you. You ought to know that.

Ill do it, maam, ses Joe Barlcomb, trembling.

Youd better, ses Mrs. Prince; and mind  not a word to anybody.

Joe promised her agin, and e went off and borrered a clock from Albert Price, and at twelve oclock that night he jumped up out of bed and began to dress imself and pretend not to ear his wife when she asked im where he was going.

It was a dark, nasty sort o night, blowing and raining, and, o course, everybody ad gone to bed long since. The fust cottage Joe came to was Bill Joness, and, knowing Bills temper, he stood for some time afore he could make up is mind to knock; but at last he up with is stick and banged away at the door.

A minute arterward he eard the bedroom winder pushed open, and then Bill Jones popped his cad out and called to know wot was the matter and who it was.

Its me  Joe Barlcomb, ses Joe, and I want to speak to you very partikler.

Well, speak away, ses Bill. You go into the back room, he ses, turning to his wife.

Whaffor? ses Mrs. Jones.

Cos I dont know wot Joe is going to say, ses Bill. You go in now, afore I make you.

His wife went off grumbling, and then Bill told Joe Barlcomb to hurry up wot hed got to say as e adnt got much on and the weather wasnt as warm as it might be.

I sold you a shilling for a hapenny last night, Bill, ses Joe.

Do you want to sell any more? ses Bill Jones, putting his and down to where is trouser pocket ought to be.

Not exactly that, ses Joe Barlcomb. This time I want you to sell me a shilling for a hapenny.

Bill leaned out of the winder and stared down at Joe Barlcomb, and then he ses, in a choking voice, Is that wot youve come disturbing my sleep for at this time o night? he ses.

I must ave it, Bill, ses Joe.

Well, if youll wait a moment, ses Bill, trying to speak perlitely, Ill come down and give it to you.

Joe didnt like is tone of voice, but he waited, and all of a sudden Bill Jones came out o that door like a gun going off and threw imself on Joe Barlcomb. Both of em was strong men, and by the time theyd finished they was so tired they could ardly stand. Then Bill Jones went back to bed, and Joe Barlcomb, arter sitting down on the doorstep to rest imself, went off and knocked up Peter Lamb.

Peter Lamb was a little man and no good as a fighter, but the things he said to Joe Barlcomb as he leaned out o the winder and shook is fist at him was arder to bear than blows. He screamed away at the top of is voice for ten minutes, and then e pulled the winder to with a bang and went back to bed.

Joe Barlcomb was very tired, but he walked on to Jasper Pottss ouse, trying ard as he walked to decide which o the fust two ad made the most fuss. Arter he ad left Jasper Potts e got more puzzled than ever, Jasper being just as bad as the other two, and Joe leaving im at last in the middle of loading is gun.

By the time hed made is last call  at Sam Martins  it was past three oclock, and he could no more tell Mrs. Prince which ad made the most fuss than e could fly. There didnt seem to be a pin to choose between em, and, arf worried out of is life, he went straight on to Mrs. Prince and knocked er up to tell er. She thought the ouse was afire at fust, and came screaming out o the front door in er bedgown, and when she found out who it was she was worse to deal with than the men ad been.

She ad quieted down by the time Joe went round to see er the next evening, and asked im to describe exactly wot the six men ad done and said. She sat listening quite quiet at fust, but arter a time she scared Joe by making a odd, croupy sort o noise in er throat, and at last she got up and walked into the back-place. She was there a long time making funny noises, and at last Joe walked toward the door on tip-toe and peeped through the crack and saw er in a sort o fit, sitting in a chair with er arms folded acrost her bodice and rocking erself up and down and moaning. Joe stood as if ed been frozen amost, and then e crept back to is seat and waited, and when she came into the room agin she said as the trouble ad all been caused by Bill Jones. She sat still for nearly arf an hour, thinking ard, and then she turned to Joe and ses:
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Can you read? she ses.

No, ses Joe, wondering wot was coming next.

Thats all right, then, she ses, because if you could I couldnt do wot Im going to do.

That shows the arm of eddication, ses Joe. I never did believe in it.

Mrs. Prince nodded, and then she went and got a bottle with something in it which looked to Joe like gin, and arter getting out er pen and ink and printing some words on a piece o paper she stuck it on the bottle, and sat looking at Joe and thinking.

Take this up to the Cauliflower, she ses, make friends with Bill Jones, and give him as much beer as hell drink, and give im a little o this gin in each mug. If he drinks it the spell will be broken, and youll be luckier than you ave ever been in your life afore. When es drunk some, and not before, leave the bottle standing on the table.

Joe Barlcomb thanked er, and with the bottle in is pocket went off to the Cauliflower, whistling. Bill Jones was there, and Peter Lamb, and two or three more of em, and at fust they said some pretty ard things to him about being woke up in the night.

Dont bear malice, Bill, ses Joe Barlcomb; ave a pint with me.

He ordered two pints, and then sat down along-side o Bill, and in five minutes they was like brothers.

Ave a drop o gin in it, Bill, he ses, taking the bottle out of is pocket.

Bill thanked im and had a drop, and then, thoughtful-like, he wanted Joe to ave some in his too, but Joe said no, hed got a touch o toothache, and it was bad for it.

I dont mind aving a drop in my beer, Joe, ses Peter Lamb.

Not to-night, mate, ses Joe; its all for Bill. I bought it on purpose for im.

Bill shook ands with him, and when Joe called for another pint and put some more gin in it he said that e was the noblest-arted man that ever lived.

You wasnt saying so arf an hour ago, ses Peter Lamb.

Cos I didnt know im so well then, ses Bill Jones.

You soon change your mind, dont you? ses Peter.

Bill didnt answer im. He was leaning back on the bench and staring at the bottle as if e couldnt believe his eyesight. His face was all white and shining, and is hair as wet as if it ad just been dipped in a bucket o water.

See a ghost, Bill? ses Peter, looking at im.

Bill made a orrible noise in his throat, and kept on staring at the bottle till they thought ed gone crazy. Then Jasper Potts bent his ead down and began to read out loud wot was on the bottle. P-o-i  POISON FOR BILL JONES, he ses, in a voice as if e couldnt believe it.

You might ave heard a pin drop. Everybody turned and looked at Bill Jones, as he sat there trembling all over. Then those that could read took up the bottle and read it out loud all over agin.

Pore Bill, ses Peter Lamb. I ad a feeling come over me that something was wrong.

Youre a murderer, ses Sam Martin, catching old of Joe Barlcomb. Youll be ung for this. Look at pore Bill, cut off in is prime.

Run for the doctor, ses someone.

Two of em ran off as ard as they could go, and then the landlord came round the bar and asked Bill to go and die outside, because e didnt want to be brought into it. Jasper Potts told im to clear off, and then he bent down and asked Bill where the pain was.

I dont think hell ave much pain, ses Peter Lamb, who always pretended to know a lot more than other people. Itll soon be over, Bill.

Weve all got to go some day, ses Sam Martin. Better to die young than live to be a trouble to yourself, ses Bob Harris.

To ear them talk everybody seemed to think that Bill Jones was in luck; everybody but Bill Jones imself, that is.

I aint fit to die, he ses, shivering. You dont know ow bad Ive been.

Wot ave you done, Bill? ses Peter Lamb, in a soft voice. If itll ease your feelings afore you go to make a clean breast of it, were all friends here.

Bill groaned.

And its too late for you to be punished for anything, ses Peter, arter a moment.

Bill Jones groaned agin, and then, shaking is ead, began to wisper is wrong-doings. When the doctor came in arf an hour arterward all the men was as quiet as mice, and pore Bill was still wispering as ard as he could wisper.

The doctor pushed em out of the way in a moment, and then e bent over Bill and felt is pulse and looked at is tongue. Then he listened to his art, and in a puzzled way smelt at the bottle, which Jasper Potts was a-minding of, and wetted is finger and tasted it.
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Somebodys been making a fool of you and me too, he ses, in a angry voice. Its only gin, and very good gin at that. Get up and go home.

It all came out next morning, and Joe Barlcomb was the laughing-stock of the place. Most people said that Mrs. Prince ad done quite right, and they oped that it ud be a lesson to him, but nobody ever talked much of witchcraft in Claybury agin. One thing was that Bill Jones wouldnt ave the word used in is hearing.


ESTABLISHING RELATIONS

Mr. Richard Catesby, second officer of the ss. Wizard, emerged from the dock-gates in high good-humour to spend an evening ashore. The bustle of the day had departed, and the inhabitants of Wapping, in search of coolness and fresh air, were sitting at open doors and windows indulging in general conversation with any-body within earshot.
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Mr. Catesby, turning into Bashfords Lane, lost in a moment all this life and colour. The hum of distant voices certainly reached there, but that was all, for Bashfords Lane, a retiring thoroughfare facing a blank dock wall, capped here and there by towering spars, set an example of gentility which neighbouring streets had long ago decided crossly was impossible for ordinary people to follow. Its neatly grained shutters, fastened back by the sides of the windows, gave a pleasing idea of uniformity, while its white steps and polished brass knockers were suggestive of almost a Dutch cleanliness.

Mr. Catesby, strolling comfortably along, stopped suddenly for another look at a girl who was standing in the ground-floor window of No. 5. He went on a few paces and then walked back slowly, trying to look as though he had forgotten something. The girl was still there, and met his ardent glances unmoved: a fine girl, with large, dark eyes, and a complexion which was the subject of much scandalous discussion among neighbouring matrons.

It must be something wrong with the glass, or else its the bad light, said Mr. Catesby to himself; no girl is so beautiful as that.

He went by again to make sure. The object of his solicitude was still there and apparently unconscious of his existence. He passed very slowly and sighed deeply.

Youve got it at last, Dick Catesby, he said, solemnly; fair and square in the most dangerous part of the heart. Its serious this time.

He stood still on the narrow pavement, pondering, and then, in excuse of his flagrant misbehaviour, murmured, It was meant to be, and went by again. This time he fancied that he detected a somewhat supercilious expression in the dark eyes  a faint raising of well-arched eyebrows.

His engagement to wait at Aldgate Station for the second-engineer and spend an evening together was dismissed as too slow to be considered. He stood for some time in uncertainty, and then turning slowly into the Beehive, which stood at the corner, went into the private bar and ordered a glass of beer.

He was the only person in the bar, and the land-lord, a stout man in his shirt-sleeves, was the soul of affability. Mr. Catesby, after various general remarks, made a few inquiries about an uncle aged five minutes, whom he thought was living in Bashfords Lane.
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I dont know im, said the landlord.

I had an idea that he lived at No. 5, said Catesby.

The landlord shook his head. Thats Mrs. Truefitts house, he said, slowly.

Mr. Catesby pondered. Truefitt, Truefitt, he repeated; what sort of a woman is she?

Widder-woman, said the landlord; she lives there with er daughter Prudence.

Mr. Catesby said Indeed! and being a good listener learned that Mrs. Truefitt was the widow of a master-lighterman, and that her son, Fred Truefitt, after an absence of seven years in New Zealand, was now on his way home. He finished his glass slowly and, the landlord departing to attend to another customer, made his way into the street again.

He walked along slowly, picturing as he went the home-corning of the long-absent son. Things were oddly ordered in this world, and Fred Truefitt would probably think nothing of his brotherly privileges. He wondered whether he was like Prudence. He wondered  

By Jove, Ill do it! he said, recklessly, as he turned. Now for a row.

He walked back rapidly to Bashfords Lane, and without giving his courage time to cool plied the knocker of No. 5 briskly.

The door was opened by an elderly woman, thin, and somewhat querulous in expression. Mr. Catesby had just time to notice this, and then he flung his arm round her waist, and hailing her as Mother! saluted her warmly.

The faint scream of the astounded Mrs. Truefitt brought her daughter hastily into the passage. Mr. Catesbys idea was ever to do a thing thoroughly, and, relinquishing Mrs. Truefitt, he kissed Prudence with all the ardour which a seven-years absence might be supposed to engender in the heart of a devoted brother. In return he received a box on the ears which made his head ring.

Hes been drinking, gasped the dismayed Mrs. Truefitt.

Dont you know me, mother? inquired Mr. Richard Catesby, in grievous astonishment.

Hes mad, said her daughter.

Am I so altered that you dont know me, Prudence? inquired Mr. Catesby; with pathos. Dont you know your Fred?

Go out, said Mrs. Truefitt, recovering; go out at once.

Mr. Catesby looked from one to the other in consternation.

I know Ive altered, he said, at last, but Id no idea

If you dont go out at once Ill send for the police, said the elder woman, sharply. Prudence, scream!

Im not going to scream, said Prudence, eyeing the intruder with great composure. Im not afraid of him.

Despite her reluctance to have a scene  a thing which was strongly opposed to the traditions of Bashfords Lane  Mrs. Truefitt had got as far as the doorstep in search of assistance, when a sudden terrible thought occurred to her: Fred was dead, and the visitor had hit upon this extraordinary fashion of breaking the news gently.

Come into the parlour, she said, faintly.

Mr. Catesby, suppressing his surprise, followed her into the room. Prudence, her fine figure erect and her large eyes meeting his steadily, took up a position by the side of her mother.

You have brought bad news? inquired the latter.

No, mother, said Mr. Catesby, simply, only myself, thats all.

Mrs. Truefitt made a gesture of impatience, and her daughter, watching him closely, tried to remember something she had once read about detecting insanity by the expression of the eyes. Those of Mr. Catesby were blue, and the only expression in them at the present moment was one of tender and respectful admiration.

When did you see Fred last? inquired Mrs. Truefitt, making another effort.

Mother, said Mr. Catesby, with great pathos, dont you know me?

He has brought bad news of Fred, said Mrs. Truefitt, turning to her daughter; I am sure he has.

I dont understand you, said Mr. Catesby, with a bewildered glance from one to the other. I am Fred. Am I much changed? You look the same as you always did, and it seems only yesterday since I kissed Prudence good-bye at the docks. You were crying, Prudence.

Miss Truefitt made no reply; she gazed at him unflinchingly and then bent toward her mother.

He is mad, she whispered; we must try and get him out quietly. Dont contradict him.

Keep close to me, said Mrs. Truefitt, who had a great horror of the insane. If he turns violent open the window and scream. I thought he had brought bad news of Fred. How did he know about him?

Her daughter shook her head and gazed curiously at their afflicted visitor. She put his age down at twenty-five, and she could not help thinking it a pity that so good-looking a young man should have lost his wits.

Bade Prudence good-bye at the docks, continued Mr. Catesby, dreamily. You drew me behind a pile of luggage, Prudence, and put your head on my shoulder. I have thought of it ever since.

Miss Truefitt did not deny it, but she bit her lips, and shot a sharp glance at him. She began to think that her pity was uncalled-for.

Im just going as far as the corner.

Tell me all thats happened since Ive been away, said Mr. Catesby.

Mrs. Truefitt turned to her daughter and whispered. It might have been merely the effect of a guilty conscience, but the visitor thought that he caught the word policeman.

Im just going as far as the corner, said Mrs. Truefitt, rising, and crossing hastily to the door.
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The young man nodded affectionately and sat in doubtful consideration as the front door closed behind her. Where is mother going? he asked, in a voice which betrayed a little pardonable anxiety.

Not far, I hope, said Prudence.

I really think, said Mr. Catesby, rising I really think that I had better go after her. At her age  

He walked into the small passage and put his hand on the latch. Prudence, now quite certain of his sanity, felt sorely reluctant to let such impudence go unpunished.

Are you going? she inquired.

I think Id better, said Mr. Catesby, gravely. Dear mother

Youre afraid, said the girl, calmly.

Mr. Catesby coloured and his buoyancy failed him. He felt a little bit cheap.

You are brave enough with two women, continued the girl, disdainfully; but you had better go if youre afraid.

Mr. Catesby regarded the temptress uneasily. Would you like me to stay? he asked.

I? said Miss Truefitt, tossing her head. No, I dont want you. Besides, youre frightened.

Mr. Catesby turned, and with a firm step made his way back to the room; Prudence, with a half-smile, took a chair near the door and regarded her prisoner with unholy triumph.

I shouldnt like to be in your shoes, she said, agreeably; mother has gone for a policeman.

Bless her, said Mr. Catesby, fervently. What had we better say to him when he comes?

Youll be locked up, said Prudence; and it will serve you right for your bad behaviour.

Mr. Catesby sighed. Its the heart, he said, gravely. Im not to blame, really. I saw you standing in the window, and I could see at once that you were beautiful, and good, and kind.

I never heard of such impudence, continued Miss Truefitt.

I surprised myself, admitted Mr. Catesby. In the usual way I am very quiet and well-behaved, not to say shy.

Miss Truefitt looked at him scornfully. I think that you had better stop your nonsense and go, she remarked.

Dont you want me to be punished? inquired the other, in a soft voice.

I think that you had better go while you can, said the girl, and at that moment there was a heavy knock at the front-door. Mr. Catesby, despite his assurance, changed colour; the girl eyed him in perplexity. Then she opened the small folding-doors at the back of the room.

Youre only  stupid, she whispered. Quick! Go in there. Ill say youve gone. Keep quiet, and Ill let you out by-and-by.

She pushed him in and closed the doors. From his hiding-place he heard an animated conversation at the street-door and minute particulars as to the time which had elapsed since his departure and the direction he had taken.

I never heard such impudence, said Mrs. Truefitt, going into the front-room and sinking into a chair after the constable had taken his departure. I dont believe he was mad.

Only a little weak in the head, I think, said Prudence, in a clear voice. He was very frightened after you had gone; I dont think he will trouble us again.

Hed better not, said Mrs. Truefitt, sharply. I never heard of such a thing  never.

She continued to grumble, while Prudence, in a low voice, endeavoured to soothe her. Her efforts were evidently successful, as the prisoner was, after a time, surprised to hear the older woman laugh  at first gently, and then with so much enjoyment that her daughter was at some pains to restrain her. He sat in patience until evening deepened into night, and a line of light beneath the folding-doors announced the lighting of the lamp in the front-room. By a pleasant clatter of crockery he became aware that they were at supper, and he pricked up his ears as Prudence made another reference to him.

If he comes to-morrow night while you are out I shant open the door, she said. Youll be back by nine, I suppose.

Mrs. Truefitt assented.

And you wont be leaving before seven, continued Prudence. I shall be all right.

Mr. Catesbys face glowed and his eyes grew tender; Prudence was as clever as she was beautiful. The delicacy with which she had intimated the fact of the unconscious Mrs. Truefitts absence on the following evening was beyond all praise. The only depressing thought was that such resourcefulness savoured of practice.

He sat in the darkness for so long that even the proximity of Prudence was not sufficient amends for the monotony of it, and it was not until past ten oclock that the folding-doors were opened and he stood blinking at the girl in the glare of the lamp.

Quick! she whispered.

Mr. Catesby stepped into the lighted room.

The front-door is open, whispered Prudence. Make haste. Ill close it.

She followed him to the door; he made an ineffectual attempt to seize her hand, and the next moment was pushed gently outside and the door closed behind him. He stood a moment gazing at the house, and then hastened back to his ship.

Seven to-morrow, he murmured; seven to-morrow. After all, theres nothing pays in this world like cheek  nothing.

He slept soundly that night, though the things that the second-engineer said to him about wasting a hard-working mans evening would have lain heavy on the conscience of a more scrupulous man. The only thing that troubled him was the manifest intention of his friend not to let him slip through his fingers on the following evening. At last, in sheer despair at his inability to shake him off, he had to tell him that he had an appointment with a lady.

Well, Ill come, too, said the other, glowering at him. Its very like shell have a friend with her; they generally do.

Ill run round and tell her, said Catesby. Id have arranged it before, only I thought you didnt care about that sort of thing.

Female society is softening, said the second-engineer. Ill go and put on a clean collar.
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Catesby watched him into his cabin and then, though it still wanted an hour to seven, hastily quitted the ship and secreted himself in the private bar of the Beehive.

He waited there until a quarter past seven, and then, adjusting his tie for about the tenth time that evening in the glass behind the bar, sallied out in the direction of No. 5.

He knocked lightly, and waited. There was no response, and he knocked again. When the fourth knock brought no response, his heart sank within him and he indulged in vain speculations as to the reasons for this unexpected hitch in the programme. He knocked again, and then the door opened suddenly and Prudence, with a little cry of surprise and dismay, backed into the passage.

You! she said, regarding him with large eyes. Mr. Catesby bowed tenderly, and passing in closed the door behind him.

I wanted to thank you for your kindness last night, he said, humbly.

Very well, said Prudence; good-bye.

Mr. Catesby smiled. Itll take me a long time to thank you as I ought to thank you, he murmured. And then I want to apologise; thatll take time, too.

You had better go, said Prudence, severely; kindness is thrown away upon you. I ought to have let you be punished.

You are too good and kind, said the other, drifting by easy stages into the parlour.

Miss Truefitt made no reply, but following him into the room seated herself in an easy-chair and sat coldly watchful.

How do you know what I am? she inquired.

Your face tells me, said the infatuated Richard. I hope you will forgive me for my rudeness last night. It was all done on the spur of the moment.

I am glad you are sorry, said the girl, softening.

All the same, if I hadnt done it, pursued Mr. Catesby, I shouldnt be sitting here talking to you now.

Miss Truefitt raised her eyes to his, and then lowered them modestly to the ground. That is true, she said, quietly.

And I would sooner be sitting here than any-where, pursued Catesby. That is, he added, rising, and taking a chair by her side, except here.

Miss Truefitt appeared to tremble, and made as though to rise. Then she sat still and took a gentle peep at Mr. Catesby from the corner of her eye.

I hope that you are not sorry that I am here? said that gentleman.

Miss Truefitt hesitated. No, she said, at last.

Are you  are you glad? asked the modest Richard.

Miss Truefitt averted her eyes altogether. Yes, she said, faintly.

A strange feeling of solemnity came over the triumphant Richard. He took the hand nearest to him and pressed it gently.

I  I can hardly believe in my good luck, he murmured.

Good luck? said Prudence, innocently.

Isnt it good luck to hear you say that you are glad Im here? said Catesby.

Youre the best judge of that, said the girl, withdrawing her hand. It doesnt seem to me much to be pleased about.

Mr. Catesby eyed her in perplexity, and was about to address another tender remark to her when she was overcome by a slight fit of coughing. At the same moment he started at the sound of a shuffling footstep in the passage. Somebody tapped at the door.

Yes? said Prudence.

Cant find the knife-powder, miss, said a harsh voice. The door was pushed open and disclosed a tall, bony woman of about forty. Her red arms were bare to the elbow, and she betrayed several evidences of a long and arduous days charing.

Its in the cupboard, said Prudence. Why, whats the matter, Mrs. Porter?

Mrs. Porter made no reply. Her mouth was wide open and she was gazing with starting eyeballs at Mr. Catesby.

Joe! she said, in a hoarse whisper. Joe!

Mr. Catesby gazed at her in chilling silence. Miss Truefitt, with an air of great surprise, glanced from one to the other.

Joe! said Mrs. Porter again. Aint you goin to speak to me?

Mr. Catesby continued to gaze at her in speechless astonishment. She skipped clumsily round the table and stood before him with her hands clasped.

Where ave you been all this long time? she demanded, in a higher key.

You  youve made a mistake, said the bewildered Richard.

Mistake? wailed Mrs. Porter. Mistake! Oh, wheres your art?

Before he could get out of her way she flung her arms round the horrified young mans neck and em-braced him copiously. Over her bony left shoulder the frantic Richard met the ecstatic gaze of Miss Truefitt, and, in a flash, he realised the trap into which he had fallen.

Mrs. Porter! said Prudence.

Its my usband, miss, said the Amazon, reluctantly releasing the flushed and dishevelled Richard; e left me and my five eighteen months ago. For eighteen months I avent ad a sight of is blessed face.

She lifted the hem of her apron to her face and broke into discordant weeping.

Dont cry, said Prudence, softly; Im sure he isnt worth it.

Mr. Catesby looked at her wanly. He was beyond further astonishment, and when Mrs. Truefitt entered the room with a laudable attempt to twist her features into an expression of surprise, he scarcely noticed her.

Its my Joe, said Mrs. Porter, simply.

Good gracious! said Mrs. Truefitt. Well, youve got him now; take care he doesnt run away from you again.

Ill look after that, maam, said Mrs. Porter, with a glare at the startled Richard.
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Shes very forgiving, said Prudence. She kissed him just now.

Did she, though, said the admiring Mrs. Truefitt. I wish Id been here.

I can do it agin, maam, said the obliging Mrs. Porter.

If you come near me again said the breathless Richard, stepping back a pace.

I shouldnt force his love, said Mrs. Truefitt; itll come back in time, I dare say.

Im sure hes affectionate, said Prudence.

Mr. Catesby eyed his tormentors in silence; the faces of Prudence and her mother betokened much innocent enjoyment, but the austerity of Mrs. Porters visage was unrelaxed.

Better let bygones be bygones, said Mrs. Truefitt; hell be sorry by-and-by for all the trouble he has caused.

Hell be ashamed of himself  if you give him time, added Prudence.

Mr. Catesby had heard enough; he took up his hat and crossed to the door.

Take care he doesnt run away from you again, repeated Mrs. Truefitt.

Ill see to that, maam, said Mrs. Porter, taking him by the arm. Come along, Joe.

Mr. Catesby attempted to shake her off, but in vain, and he ground his teeth as he realised the absurdity of his position. A man he could have dealt with, but Mrs. Porter was invulnerable. Sooner than walk down the road with her he preferred the sallies of the parlour. He walked back to his old position by the fireplace, and stood gazing moodily at the floor.

Mrs. Truefitt tired of the sport at last. She wanted her supper, and with a significant glance at her daughter she beckoned the redoubtable and reluctant Mrs. Porter from the room. Catesby heard the kitchen-door close behind them, but he made no move. Prudence stood gazing at him in silence.

If you want to go, she said, at last, now is your chance.

Catesby followed her into the passage without a word, and waited quietly while she opened the door. Still silent, he put on his hat and passed out into the darkening street. He turned after a short distance for a last look at the house and, with a sudden sense of elation, saw that she was standing on the step. He hesitated, and then walked slowly back.

Yes? said Prudence.

I should like to tell your mother that I am sorry, he said, in a low voice.

It is getting late, said the girl, softly; but, if you really wish to tell her  Mrs. Porter will not be here to-morrow night.

She stepped back into the house and the door closed behind her.


THE CHANGING NUMBERS

The tall clock in the corner of the small living-room had just struck eight as Mr. Samuel Gunnill came stealthily down the winding staircase and, opening the door at the foot, stepped with an appearance of great care and humility into the room. He noticed with some anxiety that his daughter Selina was apparently engrossed in her task of attending to the plants in the window, and that no preparations whatever had been made for breakfast.
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Miss Gunnills horticultural duties seemed interminable. She snipped off dead leaves with painstaking precision, and administered water with the jealous care of a druggist compounding a prescription; then, with her back still toward him, she gave vent to a sigh far too intense in its nature to have reference to such trivialities as plants. She repeated it twice, and at the second time Mr. Gunnill, almost without his knowledge, uttered a deprecatory cough.

His daughter turned with alarming swiftness and, holding herself very upright, favoured him with a glance in which indignation and surprise were very fairly mingled.

That white one  that one at the end, said Mr. Gunnill, with an appearance of concentrated interest, thats my favrite.

Miss Gunnill put her hands together, and a look of infinite long-suffering came upon her face, but she made no reply.

Always has been, continued Mr. Gunnill, feverishly, from a  from a cutting.

Bailed out, said Miss Gunnill, in a deep and thrilling voice; bailed out at one oclock in the morning, brought home singing loud enough for half-a-dozen, and then talking about flowers!

Mr. Gunnill coughed again.

I was dreaming, pursued Miss Gunnill, plaintively, sleeping peacefully, when I was awoke by a horrible noise.

That couldnt ha been me, protested her father. I was only a bit cheerful. It was Benjamin Elys birthday yesterday, and after we left the Lion they started singing, and I just hummed to keep em company. I wasnt singing, mind you, only humming  when up comes that interfering Cooper and takes me off.

Miss Gunnill shivered, and with her pretty cheek in her hand sat by the window the very picture of despondency. Why didnt he take the others? she inquired.

Ah! said Mr. Gunnill, with great emphasis, thats what a lot more of us would like to know. Praps if youd been more polite to Mrs. Cooper, instead o putting it about that she looked young enough to be his mother, it wouldnt have happened.

His daughter shook her head impatiently and, on Mr. Gunnill making an allusion to breakfast, expressed surprise that he had got the heart to eat any-thing. Mr. Gunnill pressing the point, however, she arose and began to set the table, the undue care with which she smoothed out the creases of the table-cloth, and the mathematical exactness with which she placed the various articles, all being so many extra smarts in his wound. When she finally placed on the table enough food for a dozen people he began to show signs of a little spirit.

Aint you going to have any? he demanded, as Miss Gunnill resumed her seat by the window.

Me? said the girl, with a shudder. Breakfast? The disgrace is breakfast enough for me. I couldnt eat a morsel; it would choke me.

Mr. Gunnill eyed her over the rim of his teacup. I come down an hour ago, he said, casually, as he helped himself to some bacon.

Miss Gunnill started despite herself. Oh! she said, listlessly.

And I see you making a very good breakfast all by yourself in the kitchen, continued her father, in a voice not free from the taint of triumph.

The discomfited Selina rose and stood regarding him; Mr. Gunnill, after a vain attempt to meet her gaze, busied himself with his meal.

The idea of watching every mouthful I eat! said Miss Gunnill, tragically; the idea of complaining because I have some breakfast! Id never have believed it of you, never! Its shameful! Fancy grudging your own daughter the food she eats!

Mr. Gunnill eyed her in dismay. In his confusion he had overestimated the capacity of his mouth, and he now strove in vain to reply to this shameful perversion of his meaning. His daughter stood watching him with grief in one eye and calculation in the other, and, just as he had put himself into a position to exercise his rights of free speech, gave a pathetic sniff and walked out of the room.

She stayed indoors all day, but the necessity of establishing his innocence took Mr. Gunnill out a great deal. His neighbours, in the hope of further excitement, warmly pressed him to go to prison rather than pay a fine, and instanced the example of an officer in the Salvation Army, who, in very different circumstances, had elected to take that course. Mr. Gunnill assured them that only his known antipathy to the army, and the fear of being regarded as one of its followers, prevented him from doing so. He paid instead a fine of ten shillings, and after listening to a sermon, in which his silver hairs served as the text, was permitted to depart. His feeling against Police-constable Cooper increased with the passing of the days. The constable watched him with the air of a proprietor, and Mrs. Coopers remark that her husband had had his eye upon him for a long time, and that he had better be careful for the future, was faithfully retailed to him within half an hour of its utterance. Convivial friends counted his cups for him; teetotal friends more than hinted that Cooper was in the employ of his good angel.
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Miss Gunnills two principal admirers had an arduous task to perform. They had to attribute Mr. Gunnills disaster to the vindictiveness of Cooper, and at the same time to agree with his daughter that it served him right. Between father and daughter they had a difficult time, Mr. Gunnills sensitiveness having been much heightened by his troubles.

Cooper ought not to have taken you, said Herbert Sims for the fiftieth time.

He must ha seen you like it dozens o times before, said Ted Drill, who, in his determination not to be outdone by Mr. Sims, was not displaying his usual judgment. Why didnt he take you then? Thats what you ought to have asked the magistrate.

I dont understand you, said Mr. Gunnill, with an air of cold dignity.

Why, said Mr. Drill, what I mean is  look at that night, for instance, when  

He broke off suddenly, even his enthusiasm not being proof against the extraordinary contortions of visage in which Mr. Gunnill was indulging.

When? prompted Selina and Mr. Sims together. Mr. Gunnill, after first daring him with his eye, followed suit.

That night at the Crown, said Mr. Drill, awkwardly. You know; when you thought that Joe Baggs was the landlord. You tell em; you tell it best. Ive roared over it.

I dont know what youre driving at, said the harassed Mr. Gunnill, bitterly.

Hm! said Mr. Drill, with a weak laugh. Ive been mixing you up with somebody else.

Mr. Gunnill, obviously relieved, said that he ought to be more careful, and pointed out, with some feeling, that a lot of mischief was caused that way.

Cooper wants a lesson, thats what he wants, said Mr. Sims, valiantly. Hell get his head broke one of these days.

Mr. Gunnill acquiesced. I remember when I was on the Peewit, he said, musingly, one time when we were lying at Cardiff, there was a policeman there run one of our chaps in, and two nights afterward another of our chaps pushed the policeman down in the mud and ran off with his staff and his helmet.

Miss Gunnills eyes glistened. What happened? she inquired.

He had to leave the force, replied her father; he couldnt stand the disgrace of it. The chap that pushed him over was quite a little chap, too. About the size of Herbert here.

Mr. Sims started.

Very much like him in face, too, pursued Mr. Gunnill; daring chap he was.

Miss Gunnill sighed. I wish he lived in Little-stow, she said, slowly. Id give anything to take that horrid Mrs. Cooper down a bit. Cooper would be the laughing-stock of the town.

Messrs. Sims and Drill looked unhappy. It was hard to have to affect an attitude of indifference in the face of Miss Gunnills lawless yearnings; to stand before her as respectable and law-abiding cravens. Her eyes, large and sorrowful; dwelt on them both.

If I  I only get a chance at Cooper! murmured Mr. Sims, vaguely.

To his surprise, Mr. Gunnill started up from his chair and, gripping his hand, shook it fervently. He looked round, and Selina was regarding him with a glance so tender that he lost his head completely. Before he had recovered he had pledged himself to lay the helmet and truncheon of the redoubtable Mr. Cooper at the feet of Miss Gunnill; exact date not specified.

Of course, I shall have to wait my opportunity, he said, at last.

You wait as long as you like, my boy, said the thoughtless Mr. Gunnill.

Mr. Sims thanked him.

Wait till Coopers an old man, urged Mr. Drill.

Miss Gunnill, secretly disappointed at the lack of boldness and devotion on the part of the latter gentleman, eyed his stalwart frame indignantly and accused him of trying to make Mr. Sims as timid as himself. She turned to the valiant Sims and made herself so agreeable to that daring blade that Mr. Drill, a prey to violent jealousy, bade the company a curt good-night and withdrew.

He stayed away for nearly a week, and then one evening as he approached the house, carrying a carpet-bag, he saw the door just opening to admit the fortunate Herbert. He quickened his pace and arrived just in time to follow him in. Mr. Sims, who bore under his arm a brown-paper parcel, seemed somewhat embarrassed at seeing him, and after a brief greeting walked into the room, and with a triumphant glance at Mr. Gunnill and Selina placed his burden on the table.
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You  you aint got it? said Mr. Gunnill, leaning forward.

How foolish of you to run such a risk! said Selina.

I brought it for Miss Gunnill, said the young man, simply. He unfastened the parcel, and to the astonishment of all present revealed a policemans helmet and a short boxwood truncheon.

You  youre a wonder, said the gloating Mr. Gunnill. Look at it, Ted!

Mr. Drill was looking at it; it may be doubted whether the head of Mr. Cooper itself could have caused him more astonishment. Then his eyes sought those of Mr. Sims, but that gentleman was gazing tenderly at the gratified but shocked Selina.

How ever did you do it? inquired Mr. Gunnill.

Came behind him and threw him down, said Mr. Sims, nonchalantly. He was that scared I believe I could have taken his boots as well if Id wanted them.

Mr. Gunnill patted him on the back. I fancy I can see him running bare-headed through the town calling for help, he said, smiling.

Mr. Sims shook his head. Like as not itll be kept quiet for the credit of the force, he said, slowly, unless, of course, they discover who did it.

A slight shade fell on the good-humoured countenance of Mr. Gunnill, but it was chased away almost immediately by Sims reminding him of the chaff of Coopers brother-constables.

And you might take the others away, said Mr. Gunnill, brightening; you might keep on doing it.

Mr. Sims said doubtfully that he might, but pointed out that Cooper would probably be on his guard for the future.

Yes, youve done your share, said Miss Gunnill, with a half-glance at Mr. Drill, who was still gazing in a bewildered fashion at the trophies. You can come into the kitchen and help me draw some beer if you like.

Mr. Sims followed her joyfully, and reaching down a jug for her watched her tenderly as she drew the beer. All women love valour, but Miss Gunnill, gazing sadly at the slight figure of Mr. Sims, could not help wishing that Mr. Drill possessed a little of his spirit.
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She had just finished her task when a tremendous bumping noise was heard in the living-room, and the plates on the dresser were nearly shaken off their shelves.

Whats that? she cried.

They ran to the room and stood aghast in the doorway at the spectacle of Mr. Gunnill, with his clenched fists held tightly by his side, bounding into the air with all the grace of a trained acrobat, while Mr. Drill encouraged him from an easy-chair. Mr. Gunnill smiled broadly as he met their astonished gaze, and with a final bound kicked something along the floor and subsided into his seat panting.

Mr. Sims, suddenly enlightened, uttered a cry of dismay and, darting under the table, picked up what had once been a policemans helmet. Then he snatched a partially consumed truncheon from the fire, and stood white and trembling before the astonished Mr. Gunnill.

Whats the matter? inquired the latter. You  youve spoilt em, gasped Mr. Sims. What of it? said Mr. Gunnill, staring.

I was  going to take em away, stammered Mr. Sims.

Well, theyll be easier to carry now, said Mr. Drill, simply.

Mr. Sims glanced at him sharply, and then, to the extreme astonishment of Mr. Gunnill, snatched up the relics and, wrapping them up in the paper, dashed out of the house. Mr. Gunnill turned a look of blank inquiry upon Mr. Drill.

It wasnt Coopers number on the helmet, said that gentleman.

Eh? shouted Mr. Gunnill.

How do you know? inquired Selina.

I just happened to notice, replied Mr. Drill. He reached down as though to take up the carpet-bag which he had placed by the side of his chair, and then, apparently thinking better of it, leaned back in his seat and eyed Mr. Gunnill.

Do you mean to tell me, said the latter, that hes been and upset the wrong man?

Mr. Drill shook his head. Thats the puzzle, he said, softly.

He smiled over at Miss Gunnill, but that young lady, who found him somewhat mysterious, looked away and frowned. Her father sat and exhausted conjecture, his final conclusion being that Mr. Sims had attacked the first policeman that had come in his way and was now suffering the agonies of remorse.

He raised his head sharply at the sound of hurried footsteps outside. There was a smart rap at the street door, then the handle was turned, and the next moment, to the dismay of all present, the red and angry face of one of Mr. Coopers brother-constables was thrust into the room.

Mr. Gunnill gazed at it in helpless fascination. The body of the constable garbed in plain clothes followed the face and, standing before him in a menacing fashion, held out a broken helmet and staff.

Have you seen these afore? he inquired, in a terrible voice.

No, said Mr. Gunnill, with an attempt at surprise. What are they?

Ill tell you what they are, said Police-constable Jenkins, ferociously; theyre my helmet and truncheon. Youve been spoiling His Majestys property, and youll be locked up.

Yours? said the astonished Mr. Gunnill.

I lent em to young Sims, just for a joke, said the constable. I felt all along I was doing a silly thing.

Its no joke, said Mr. Gunnill, severely. Ill tell young Herbert what I think of him trying to deceive me like that.

Never mind about deceiving, interrupted the constable. What are you going to do about it?

What are you? inquired Mr. Gunnill, hardily. It seems to me its between you and him; youll very likely be dismissed from the force, and all through trying to deceive. I wash my hands of it.

Youd no business to lend it, said Drill, interrupting the constables indignant retort; especially for Sims to pretend that he had stolen it from Cooper. Its a roundabout sort of thing, but you cant tell of Mr. Gunnill without getting into trouble yourself.

I shall have to put up with that, said the constable, desperately; its got to be explained. Its my day-helmet, too, and the night ones as shabby as can be. Twenty years in the force and never a mark against my name till now.

If youd only keep quiet a bit instead of talking so much, said Mr. Drill, who had been doing some hard thinking, I might be able to help you, praps.

How? inquired the constable.

Help him if you can, Ted, said Mr. Gunnill, eagerly; we ought all to help others when we get a chance.

Mr. Drill sat bolt upright and looked very wise.

He took the smashed helmet from the table and examined it carefully. It was broken in at least half-a-dozen places, and he laboured in vain to push it into shape. He might as well have tried to make a silk hat out of a concertina. The only thing that had escaped injury was the metal plate with the number.

Why dont you mend it? he inquired, at last.

Mend it? shouted the incensed Mr. Jenkins. Why dont you?

I think I could, said Mr. Drill, slowly; give me half an hour in the kitchen and Ill try.

Have as long as you like, said Mr. Gunnill.

And I shall want some glue, and Miss Gunnill, and some tin-tacks, said Drill.

What do you want me for? inquired Selina.

To hold the things for me, replied Mr. Drill.

Miss Gunnill tossed her head, but after a little demur consented; and Drill, ignoring the impatience of the constable, picked up his bag and led the way into the kitchen. Messrs. Gunnill and Jenkins, left behind in the living-room, sought for some neutral topic of discourse, but in vain; conversation would revolve round hard labour and lost pensions. From the kitchen came sounds of hammering, then a loud Ooh! from Miss Gunnill, followed by a burst of laughter and a clapping of hands. Mr. Jenkins shifted in his seat and exchanged glances with Mr. Gunnill.
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Hes a clever fellow, said that gentleman, hopefully. You should hear him imitate a canary; life-like it is.

Mr. Jenkins was about to make a hasty and obvious rejoinder, when the kitchen door opened and Selina emerged, followed by Drill. The snarl which the constable had prepared died away in a murmur of astonishment as he took the helmet. It looked as good as ever.

He turned it over and over in amaze, and looked in vain for any signs of the disastrous cracks. It was stiff and upright. He looked at the number: it was his own. His eyes round with astonishment he tried it on, and then his face relaxed.

It dont fit as well as it did, he said.

Well, upon my word, some people are never satisfied, said the indignant Drill. There isnt another man in England could have done it better.

Im not grumbling, said the constable, hastily; its a wonderful piece o work. Wonderful! I cant even see where it was broke. How on earth did you do it?

Drill shook his head. Its a secret process, he said, slowly. I might want to go into the hat trade some day, and Im not going to give things away.

Quite right, said Mr. Jenkins. Still  well, its a marvel, thats what it is; a fair marvel. If you take my advice youll go in the hat trade to-morrow, my lad.

Im not surprised, said Mr. Gunnill, whose face as he spoke was a map of astonishment. Not a bit. Ive seen him do more surprising things than that. Have a go at the staff now, Teddy.

Ill see about it, said Mr. Drill, modestly. I cant do impossibilities. You leave it here, Mr. Jenkins, and well talk about it later on.

Mr. Jenkins, still marvelling over his helmet, assented, and, after another reference to the possibilities in the hat trade to a man with a born gift for repairs, wrapped his property in a piece of newspaper and departed, whistling.

Ted, said Mr. Gunnill, impressively, as he sank into his chair with a sigh of relief. How you done it I dont know. Its a surprise even to me.

He is very clever, said Selina, with a kind smile

Mr. Drill turned pale, and then, somewhat emboldened by praise from such a quarter, dropped into a chair by her side and began to talk in low tones. The grateful Mr. Gunnill, more relieved than he cared to confess, thoughtfully closed his eyes.

I didnt think all along that youd let Herbert outdo you, said Selina.

I want to outdo him, said Mr. Drill, in a voice of much meaning.

Miss Gunnill cast down her eyes and Mr. Drill had just plucked up sufficient courage to take her hand when footsteps stopped at the house, the handle of the door was turned, and, for the second time that evening, the inflamed visage of Mr. Jenkins confronted the company.

Dont tell me its a failure, said Mr. Gunnill, starting from his chair. You must have been handling it roughly. It was as good as new when you took it away.

Mr. Jenkins waved him away and fixed his eyes upon Drill.

You think youre mighty clever, I dare say, he said, grimly; but I can put two and two together. Ive just heard of it.

Heard of two and two? said Drill, looking puzzled.

I dont want any of your nonsense, said Mr. Jenkins. Im not on duty now, but I warn you not to say anything that may be used against you.

I never do, said Mr. Drill, piously.

Somebody threw a handful o flour in poor Coopers face a couple of hours ago, said Mr. Jenkins, watching him closely, and while he was getting it out of his eyes they upset him and made off with his helmet and truncheon. I just met Brown and he says Coopers been going on like a madman.

By Jove! its a good job I mended your helmet for you, said Mr. Drill, or else they might have suspected you.

Mr. Jenkins stared at him. I know who did do it, he said, significantly.

Herbert Sims? guessed Mr. Drill, in a stage whisper.

Youll be one o the first to know, said Mr. Jenkins, darkly; hell be arrested to-morrow. Fancy the impudence of it! Its shocking.

Mr. Drill whistled. Nell, dont let that little affair o yours with Sims be known, he said, quietly. Have that kept quiet  if you can.

Mr. Jenkins started as though he had been stung. In the joy of a case he had overlooked one or two things. He turned and regarded the young man wistfully.

Dont call on me as a witness, thats all, continued Mr. Drill. I never was a mischief-maker, and I shouldnt like to have to tell how you lent your helmet to Sims so that he could pretend he had knocked Cooper down and taken it from him.
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Wouldnt look at all well, said Mr. Gunnill, nodding his head sagely.

Mr. Jenkins breathed hard and looked from one to the other. It was plain that it was no good reminding them that he had not had a case for five years.

When I say that I know who did it, he said, slowly, I mean that I have my suspicions.

Dont call on me as a witness, thats all, continued Mr. Drill.

Ah, said Mr. Drill, thats a very different thing.

Nothing like the same, said Mr. Gunnill, pouring the constable a glass of ale.

Mr. Jenkins drank it and smacked his lips feebly.

Sims neednt know anything about that helmet being repaired, he said at last.

Certainly not, said everybody.

Mr. Jenkins sighed and turned to Drill.

Its no good spoiling the ship for a haporth o tar, he said, with a faint suspicion of a wink. No, said Drill, looking puzzled.

Anything thats worth doing at all is worth doing well, continued the constable, and while Im drinking another glass with Mr. Gunnill here, suppose you go into the kitchen with that useful bag o yours and finish repairing my truncheon?


THE PERSECUTION OF BOB PRETTY

The old man sat on his accustomed bench outside the Cauliflower. A generous measure of beer stood in a blue and white jug by his elbow, and little wisps of smoke curled slowly upward from the bowl of his churchwarden pipe. The knapsacks of two young men lay where they were flung on the table, and the owners, taking a noon-tide rest, turned a polite, if bored, ear to the reminiscences of grateful old age.

Poaching, said the old man, who had tried topics ranging from early turnips to horseshoeing  poaching aint wot it used to be in these ere parts. Nothing is like it used to be, poaching nor anything else; but that there man you might ha noticed as went out about ten minutes ago and called me Old Truthfulness as e passed is the worst one I know. Bob Pretty is name is, and of all the sly, artful, deceiving men that ever lived in Claybury e is the worst  never did a honest days work in is life and never wanted the price of a glass of ale.
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Bob Prettys worst time was just after old Squire Brown died. The old squire couldnt afford to preserve much, but by-and-by a gentleman with plenty o money, from London, named Rockett, took is place and things began to look up. Pheasants was is favourites, and e spent no end o money rearing of em, but anything that could be shot at suited im, too.

He started by sneering at the little game that Squire Brown ad left, but all e could do didnt seem to make much difference; things disappeared in a most eggstrordinary way, and the keepers went pretty near crazy, while the things the squire said about Claybury and Claybury men was disgraceful.

Everybody knew as it was Bob Pretty and one or two of is mates from other places, but they couldnt prove it. They couldnt catch im nohow, and at last the squire ad two keepers set off to watch im by night and by day.

Bob Pretty wouldnt believe it; he said e couldnt. And even when it was pointed out to im that Keeper Lewis was follering of im he said that it just appened he was going the same way, that was all. And sometimes ed get up in the middle of the night and go for a fifteen-mile walk cos ed got the toothache, and Mr. Lewis, who adnt got it, had to tag along arter im till he was fit to drop. O course, it was one keeper the less to look arter the game, and by-and-by the squire see that and took im off.

All the same they kept a pretty close watch on Bob, and at last one arternoon they sprang out on im as he was walking past Grays farm, and asked him wot it was he ad in his pockets.

Thats my bisness, Mr. Lewis, ses Bob Pretty.

Mr. Smith, the other keeper, passed is hands over Bobs coat and felt something soft and bulgy.

You take your ands off of me, ses Bob; you dont know ow partikler I am.

He jerked imself away, but they caught old of im agin, and Mr. Lewis put is hand in his inside pocket and pulled out two brace o partridges.

Youll come along of us, he ses, catching im by the arm.

Weve been looking for you a long time, ses Keeper Smith, and its a pleasure for us to ave your company.

Bob Pretty said e wouldnt go, but they forced im along and took im all the way to Cudford, four miles off, so that Policeman White could lock im up for the night. Mr. White was amost as pleased as the keepers, and e warned Bob solemn not to speak becos all e said would be used agin im.

Never mind about that, ses Bob Pretty. Ive got a clear conscience, and talking cant urt me. Im very glad to see you, Mr. White; if these two clever, experienced keepers hadnt brought me I should ave looked you up myself. Theyve been and stole my partridges.

Them as was standing round laughed, and even Policeman White couldnt elp giving a little smile.

Theres nothing to laugh at, ses Bob, olding his ead up. Its a fine thing when a working man  a ardworking man  cant take home a little game for is family without being stopped and robbed.

I spose they flew into your pocket? ses Police-man White.

No, they didnt, ses Bob. Im not going to tell any lies about it; I put em there. The partridges in my inside coat-pocket and the bill in my waistcoat-pocket.

The bill? ses Keeper Lewis, staring at im.

Yes, the bill, ses Bob Pretty, staring back at im; the bill from Mr. Keen, the poulterer, at Wick-ham.

He fetched it out of is pocket and showed it to Mr. White, and the keepers was like madmen amost cos it was plain to see that Bob Pretty ad been and bought them partridges just for to play a game on em.

I was curious to know wot they tasted like, he ses to the policeman. Worst of it is, I dont spose my pore wifell know ow to cook em.

You get off ome, ses Policeman White, staring at im.

But aint I goin to be locked up? ses Bob. Ave I been brought all this way just to ave a little chat with a policeman I dont like.

You go ome, ses Policeman White, handing the partridges back to im.

All right, ses Bob, and I may ave to call you to witness that these ere two men laid hold o me and tried to steal my partridges. I shall go up and see my loryer about it.

He walked off ome with his ead up as high as e could hold it, and the airs e used to give imself arter this was terrible for to behold. He got is eldest boy to write a long letter to the squire about it, saying that ed overlook it this time, but e couldnt promise for the future. Wot with Bob Pretty on one side and Squire Rockett on the other, them two keepers lives was ardly worth living.

Then the squire got a head-keeper named Cutts, a man as was said to know more about the ways of poachers than they did themselves. He was said to ave cleared out all the poachers for miles round the place e came from, and pheasants could walk into peoples cottages and not be touched.

He was a sharp-looking man, tall and thin, with screwed-up eyes and a little red beard. The second day e came e was up here at this ere Cauliflower, having a pint o beer and looking round at the chaps as he talked to the landlord. The odd thing was that men whod never taken a hare or a pheasant in their lives could ardly meet is eye, while Bob Pretty stared at im as if e was a wax-works.

I ear you ad a little poaching in these parts afore I came, ses Mr. Cutts to the landlord.

I think I ave eard something o the kind, ses the landlord, staring over his ead with a far-away look in is eyes.

You wont hear of much more, ses the keeper. Ive invented a new way of catching the dirty rascals; afore I came ere I caught all the poachers on three estates. I clear em out just like a ferret clears out rats.

Sort o man-trap? ses the landlord.

Ah, thats tellings, ses Mr. Cutts.

Well, I ope youll catch em here, ses Bob Pretty; theres far too many of em about for my liking. Far too many.

I shall ave em afore long, ses Mr. Cutts, nodding his ead.
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Your good ealth, ses Bob Pretty, holding up is mug. Weve been wanting a man like you for a long time.

I dont want any of your impidence, my man, ses the keeper. Ive eard about you, and nothing good either. You be careful.

I am careful, ses Bob, winking at the others. I ope youll catch all them low poaching chaps; they give the place a bad name, and Im amost afraid to go out arter dark for fear of meeting em.

Peter Gubbins and Sam Jones began to laugh, but Bob Pretty got angry with em and said he didnt see there was anything to laugh at. He said that poaching was a disgrace to their native place, and instead o laughing they ought to be thankful to Mr. Cutts for coming to do away with it all.

Any help I can give you shall be given cheerful, he ses to the keeper.

When I want your help Ill ask you for it, ses Mr. Cutts.

Thankee, ses Bob Pretty. I ony ope I shant get my face knocked about like yours as been, thats all; cos my wifes so partikler.

Wot dye mean? ses Mr. Cutts, turning on him. My face aint been knocked about.

Oh, I beg your pardin, ses Bob; I didnt know it was natural.

Mr. Cutts went black in the face amost and stared at Bob Pretty as if e was going to eat im, and Bob stared back, looking fust at the keepers nose and then at is eyes and mouth, and then at is nose agin.

Youll know me agin, I spose? ses Mr. Cutts, at last.

Yes, ses Bob, smiling; I should know you a mile off  on the darkest night.

We shall see, ses Mr. Cutts, taking up is beer and turning is back on him. Those of us as live the longestll see the most.

Im glad Ive lived long enough to see im, ses Bob to Bill Chambers. I feel more satisfied with myself now.

Bill Chambers coughed, and Mr. Cutts, arter finishing is beer, took another look at Bob Pretty, and went off boiling amost.

The trouble he took to catch Bob Pretty arter that you wouldnt believe, and all the time the game seemed to be simply melting away, and Squire Rockett was finding fault with im all day long. He was worn to a shadder amost with watching, and Bob Pretty seemed to be more prosperous than ever.

Sometimes Mr. Cutts watched in the plantations, and sometimes e hid imself near Bobs house, and at last one night, when e was crouching behind the fence of Frederick Scotts front garden, e saw Bob Pretty come out of is house and, arter a careful look round, walk up the road. He held is breath as Bob passed im, and was just getting up to foller im when Bob stopped and walked slowly back agin, sniffing.

Wot a delicious smell o roses! he ses, out loud.

He stood in the middle o the road nearly opposite where the keeper was hiding, and sniffed so that you could ha eard him the other end o the village.

It cant be roses, he ses, in a puzzled voice, be-cos there aint no roses hereabouts, and, besides, its late for em. It must be Mr. Cutts, the clever new keeper.

He put his ead over the fence and bid im good evening, and said wot a fine night for a stroll it was, and asked im whether e was waiting for Frederick Scotts aunt. Mr. Cutts didnt answer im a word; e was pretty near bursting with passion. He got up and shook is fist in Bob Prettys face, and then e went off stamping down the road as if e was going mad.

And for a time Bob Pretty seemed to ave all the luck on is side. Keeper Lewis got rheumatic fever, which e put down to sitting about night arter night in damp places watching for Bob, and, while e was in the thick of it, with the doctor going every day, Mr. Cutts fell in getting over a fence and broke is leg. Then all the work fell on Keeper Smith, and to ear im talk youd think that rheumatic fever and broken legs was better than anything else in the world. He asked the squire for elp, but the squire wouldnt give it to im, and he kept telling im wot a feather in is cap it would be if e did wot the other two couldnt do, and caught Bob Pretty. It was all very well, but, as Smith said, wot e wanted was feathers in is piller, instead of aving to snatch a bit o sleep in is chair or sitting down with his ead agin a tree. When I tell you that e fell asleep in this public-ouse one night while the landlord was drawing a pint o beer he ad ordered, youll know wot e suffered.

O course, all this suited Bob Pretty as well as could be, and e was that good-tempered ed got a nice word for everybody, and when Bill Chambers told im e was foolhardy e only laughed and said e knew wot e was about.

But the very next night e had reason to remember Bill Chamberss words. He was walking along Farmer Halls field  the one next to the squires plantation  and, so far from being nervous, e was actually a-whistling. Hed got a sack over is shoulder, loaded as full as it could be, and e ad just stopped to light is pipe when three men burst out o the plantation and ran toward im as ard as they could run.
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Bob Pretty just gave one look and then e dropped is pipe and set off like a hare. It was no good dropping the sack, because Smith, the keeper, ad recognised im and called im by name, so e just put is teeth together and did the best he could, and theres no doubt that if it adnt ha been for the sack e could ave got clear away.

As it was, e ran for pretty near a mile, and they could ear im breathing like a pair o bellows; but at last e saw that the game was up. He just man-aged to struggle as far as Farmer Pinnocks pond, and then, waving the sack round his ead, e flung it into the middle of it, and fell down gasping for breath.

Got  you  this time  Bob Pretty, ses one o the men, as they came up.

Wot  Mr. Cutts? ses Bob, with a start. Thats me, my man, ses the keeper.

Why  I thought  you was. Is that Mr. Lewis? It cant be.

Thats me, ses Keeper Lewis. We both got well sudden-like, Bob Pretty, when we eard you was out. You aint so sharp as you thought you was.

Bob Pretty sat still, getting is breath back and doing a bit o thinking at the same time.

You give me a start, he ses, at last. I thought you was both in bed, and, knowing ow hard worked Mr. Smith as been, I just came round to elp im keep watch like. I promised to elp you, Mr. Cutts, if you remember.

Wot was that you threw in the pond just now? ses Mr. Cutts.

A sack, ses Bob Pretty; a sack I found in Farmer Halls field. It felt to me as though it might ave birds in it, so I picked it up, and I was just on my way to your ouse with it, Mr. Cutts, when you started arter me.

Ah! ses the keeper, and wot did you run for?

Bob Pretty tried to laugh. Becos I thought it was the poachers arter me, he ses. It seems ridikilous, dont it?

Yes, it does, ses Lewis.

I thought youd know me a mile off, ses Mr. Cutts. I should ha thought the smell o roses would ha told you I was near.

Bob Pretty scratched is ead and looked at im out of the corner of is eye, but he adnt got any answer. Then e sat biting his finger-nails and thinking while the keepers stood argyfying as to who should take is clothes off and go into the pond arter the pheasants. It was a very cold night and the pond was pretty deep in places, and none of em seemed anxious.

Make im go in for it, ses Lewis, looking at Bob; e chucked it in.

Ony Becos I thought you was poachers, ses Bob. Im sorry to ave caused so much trouble.

Well, you go in and get it out, ses Lewis, who pretty well guessed whod ave to do it if Bob didnt. Itll look better for you, too.

Ive got my defence all right, ses Bob Pretty. I aint set a foot on the squires preserves, and I found this sack a undred yards away from it.

Dont waste more time, ses Mr. Cutts to Lewis.

Off with your clothes and in with you. Anybodyd think you was afraid of a little cold water.

Whereabouts did e pitch it in? ses Lewis.

Bob Pretty pointed with is finger exactly where e thought it was, but they wouldnt listen to im, and then Lewis, arter twice saying wot a bad cold hed got, took is coat off very slow and careful.
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I wouldnt mind going in to oblige you, ses Bob Pretty, but the pond is so full o them cold, slimy efts; I dont fancy them crawling up agin me, and, besides that, theres such a lot o deep holes in it. And wotever you do dont put your ead under; you know ow foul that water is.

Keeper Lewis pretended not to listen to im. He took off is clothes very slowly and then e put one foot in and stood shivering, although Smith, who felt the water with his and, said it was quite warm. Then Lewis put the other foot in and began to walk about careful, arf-way up to is knees.

I cant find it, he ses, with is teeth chattering.

You avent looked, ses Mr. Cutts; walk about more; you cant expect to find it all at once. Try the middle.

Lewis tried the middle, and e stood there up to is neck, feeling about with his foot and saying things out loud about Bob Pretty, and other things under is breath about Mr. Cutts.

Well, Im going off ome, ses Bob Pretty, getting up. Im too tender-arted to stop and see a man drownded.

You stay ere, ses Mr. Cutts, catching old of him.

Wot for? ses Bob; youve got no right to keep me ere.

Catch old of im, Joe, ses Mr. Cutts, quick-like.

Smith caught old of his other arm, and Lewis left off trying to find the sack to watch the struggle. Bob Pretty fought ard, and once or twice e nearly tumbled Mr. Cutts into the pond, but at last e gave in and lay down panting and talking about is loryer. Smith eld him down on the ground while Mr. Cutts kept pointing out places with is finger for Lewis to walk to. The last place e pointed to wanted a much taller man, but it wasnt found out till too late, and the fuss Keeper Lewis made when e could speak agin was terrible.

Youd better come out, ses Mr. Cutts; you aint doing no good. We know where they are and well watch the pond till daylight  that is, unless Smith ud like to ave a try.

Its pretty near daylight now, I think, ses Smith.

Lewis came out and ran up and down to dry imself, and finished off on is pocket-andkerchief, and then with is teeth chattering e began to dress imself. He got is shirt on, and then e stood turning over is clothes as if e was looking for something.

Never mind about your stud now, ses Mr. Cutts; hurry up and dress.

Stud? ses Lewis, very snappish. Im looking for my trowsis.

Your trowsis? ses Smith, elping im look.

I put all my clothes together, ses Lewis, amost shouting. Where are they? Im arf perished with cold. Where are they?

He ad em on this evening, ses Bob Pretty, cos I remember noticing em.

They must be somewhere about, ses Mr. Cutts; why dont you use your eyes?

He walked up and down, peering about, and as for Lewis he was opping round arf crazy.

I wonder, ses Bob Pretty, in a thoughtful voice, to Smith I wonder whether you or Mr. Cutts kicked em in the pond while you was struggling with me. Come to think of it, I seem to remember earing a splash.

Hes done it, Mr. Cutts, ses Smith; never mind, itll go all the arder with im.

But I do mind, ses Lewis, shouting. Ill be even with you for this, Bob Pretty. Ill make you feel it. You wait till Ive done with you. Youll get a month extra for this, you see if you dont.

Dont you mind about me, ses Bob; you run off ome and cover up them legs of yours. I found that sack, so my conscience is clear.

Lewis put on is coat and waistcoat and set off, and Mr. Cutts and Smith, arter feeling about for a dry place, set theirselves down and began to smoke.

Look ere, ses Bob Pretty, Im not going to sit ere all night to please you; Im going off ome. If you want me youll know where to find me.

You stay where you are, ses Mr. Cutts. We aint going to let you out of our sight.

Very well, then, you take me ome, ses Bob. Im not going to catch my death o cold sitting ere. Im not used to being out of a night like you are. I was brought up respectable.

I dare say, ses Mr. Cutts. Take you ome, and then ave one o your mates come and get the sack while were away.

Then Bob Pretty lost is temper, and the things e said about Mr. Cutts wasnt fit for Smith to ear. He threw imself down at last full length on the ground and sulked till the day broke.

Keeper Lewis was there amost as soon as it was light, with some long hay-rakes hed borrowed, and I should think that pretty near arf the folks in Clay-bury ad turned up to see the fun. Mrs. Pretty was crying and wringing er ands; but most folks seemed to be rather pleased that Bob ad been caught at last.

In next to no time arf-a-dozen rakes was at work, and the things they brought out o that pond you wouldnt believe. The edge of it was all littered with rusty tin pails and saucepans and such-like, and by-and-by Lewis found the things hed ad to go ome without a few hours afore, but they didnt seem to find that sack, and Bob Pretty, wot was talking to is wife, began to look opeful.

But just then the squire came riding up with two friends as was staying with im, and he offered a reward of five shillings to the man wot found it. Three or four of em waded in up to their middle then and raked their ardest, and at last Henery Walker give a cheer and brought it to the side, all heavy with water.

Thats the sack I found, sir, ses Bob, starting up. It wasnt on your land at all, but on the field next to it. Im an honest, ardworking man, and Ive never been in trouble afore. Ask anybody ere and theyll tell you the same.

Squire Rockett took no notice of im. Is that the sack? he asks, turning to Mr. Cutts.

Thats the one, sir, ses Mr. Cutts. Id swear to it anywhere.

Youd swear a mans life away, ses Bob. Ow can you swear to it when it was dark?

Mr. Cutts didnt answer im. He went down on is knees and cut the string that tied up the mouth o the sack, and then e started back as if ed been shot, and is eyes amost started out of is ead.

Wots the matter? ses the squire.

Mr. Cutts couldnt speak; he could only stutter and point at the sack with is finger, and Henery Walker, as was getting curious, lifted up the other end of it and out rolled a score of as fine cabbages as you could wish to see.

I never see people so astonished afore in all my born days, and as for Bob Pretty, e stood staring at them cabbages as if e couldnt believe is eyesight.

And thats wot Ive been kept ere all night for, he ses, at last, shaking his ead. Thats wot comes o trying to do a kindness to keepers, and elping of em in their difficult work. Praps that aint the sack arter all, Mr. Cutts. I could ha sworn they was pheasants in the one I found, but I may be mistook, never aving ad one in my ands afore. Or praps somebody was trying to ave a game with you, Mr. Cutts, and deceived me instead.

The keepers ony stared at im.

You ought to be more careful, ses Bob. Very likely while you was taking all that trouble over me, and Keeper Lewis was catching is death o cold, the poachers was up at the plantation taking all they wanted. And, besides, it aint right for Squire Rockett to ave to pay Henery Walker five shillings for finding a lot of old cabbages. I shouldnt like it myself.
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He looked out of the corner of is eye at the squire, as was pretending not to notice Henery Walker touching is cap to him, and then e turns to is wife and he ses:

Come along, old gal, e ses. I want my breakfast bad, and arter that I shall ave to lose a honest days work in bed.


DIXONS RETURN

Talking about eddication, said the night-watchman, thoughtfully, the finest eddication you can give a lad is to send im to sea. School is all right up to a certain pint, but arter that comes the sea. Ive been there myself and I know wot Im talking about. All that I am I owe to aving been to sea.
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Theres a saying that boys will be boys. Thats all right till they go to sea, and then they ave to be men, and good men too. They get knocked about a bit, o course, but thats all part o the eddication, and when they get bigger they pass the eddication theyve received on to other boys smaller than wot they are. Arter Id been at sea a year I spent all my fust time ashore going round and looking for boys wot ad knocked me about afore I sailed, and there was only one out o the whole lot that I wished I adnt found.

Most people, o course, go to sea as boys or else not at all, but I mind one chap as was pretty near thirty years old when e started. Its a good many years ago now, and he was landlord of a public-ouse as used to stand in Wapping, called the Blue Lion.

His mother, wot had ad the pub afore im, ad brought im up very quiet and genteel, and when she died e went and married a fine, handsome young woman who ad got her eye on the pub without thinking much about im. I got to know about it through knowing the servant that lived there. A nice, quiet gal she was, and there wasnt much went on that she didnt hear. Ive known er to cry for hours with the ear-ache, pore gal.

Not caring much for er usband, and being spoiled by im into the bargain, Mrs. Dixon soon began to lead im a terrible life. She was always throwing his meekness and mildness up into is face, and arter they ad been married two or three years he was no more like the landlord o that public-ouse than Im like a lord. Not so much. She used to get into such terrible tempers there was no doing anything with er, and for the sake o peace and quietness he gave way to er till e got into the habit of it and couldnt break imself of it.

They adnt been married long afore she ad her cousin, Charlie Burge, come in as barman, and a month or two arter that is brother Bob, who ad been spending a lot o time looking for work instead o doing it, came too. They was so comfortable there that their father  a ouse-painter by trade  came round to see whether he couldnt paint the Blue Lion up a bit and make em look smart, so that theyd get more trade. He was one o these ere fust-class ousepainters that can go to sleep on a ladder holding a brush in one hand and a pot o paint in the other, and by the time he ad finished painting the ouse it was ready to be done all over agin.

I dare say that George Dixon  that was is name  wouldnt ha minded so much if is wife ad only been civil, but instead o that she used to make fun of im and order im about, and by-and-by the others began to try the same thing. As I said afore, Dixon was a very quiet man, and if there was ever anybody to be put outside Charlie or Bob used to do it. They tried to put me outside once, the two of em, but they ony did it at last by telling me that somebody ad gone off and left a pot o beer standing on the pavement. They was both of em fairly strong young chaps with a lot of bounce in em, and she used to say to her usband wot fine young fellers they was, and wot a pity it was he wasnt like em.

Talk like this used to upset George Dixon awful. Having been brought up careful by is mother, and keeping a very quiet, respectable ouse  I used it myself  he certnly was soft, and I remember im telling me once that he didnt believe in fighting, and that instead of hitting people you ought to try and persuade them. He was uncommon fond of is wife, but at last one day, arter she ad made a laughing-stock of im in the bar, he up and spoke sharp to her.

Wot? ses Mrs. Dixon, ardly able to believe her ears.

Remember who youre speaking to; thats wot I said, ses Dixon.

Ow dare you talk to me like that? screams is wife, turning red with rage. Wot dye mean by it?

Because you seem to forget who is master ere, ses Dixon, in a trembling voice.

Master? she ses, firing up. Ill soon show you whos master. Go out o my bar; I wont ave you in it. Dye ear? Go out of it.

Dixon turned away and began to serve a customer. Dye hear wot I say? ses Mrs. Dixon, stamping er foot. Go out o my bar. Here, Charlie!

Hullo! ses er cousin, who ad been standing looking on and grinning.

Take the master and put im into the parlour, ses Mrs. Dixon, and dont let im come out till hes begged my pardon.

Go on, ses Charlie, brushing up is shirt-sleeves; in you go. You ear wot she said.

He caught old of George Dixon, who ad just turned to the back o the bar to give a customer change out of arf a crown, and ran im kicking and struggling into the parlour. George gave im a silly little punch in the chest, and got such a bang on the ead back that at fust he thought it was knocked off.

When e came to is senses agin the door leading to the bar was shut, and is wifes uncle, who ad been asleep in the easy-chair, was finding fault with im for waking im up.

Why cant you be quiet and peaceable? he ses, shaking his ead at him. Ive been ard at work all the morning thinking wot colour to paint the back-door, and this is the second time Ive been woke up since dinner. Youre old enough to know better.

Go and sleep somewhere else, then, ses Dixon. I dont want you ere at all, or your boys neither. Go and give somebody else a treat; Ive ad enough of the whole pack of you.
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He sat down and put is feet in the fender, and old Burge, as soon as he ad got is senses back, went into the bar and complained to is niece, and she came into the parlour like a thunderstorm.

Youll beg my uncles pardon as well as mine afore you come out o that room, she said to her usband; mind that.

George Dixon didnt say a word; the shame of it was amost more than e could stand. Then e got up to go out o the parlour and Charlie pushed im back agin. Three times he tried, and then e stood up and looked at is wife.

Ive been a good usband to you, he ses; but theres no satisfying you. You ought to ha married somebody that would ha knocked you about, and then youd ha been happy. Im too fond of a quiet life to suit you.

Are you going to beg my pardon and my uncles pardon? ses is wife, stamping er foot.

No, ses Dixon; I am not. Im surprised at you asking it.

Well, you dont come out o this room till you do, ses is wife.

That wont hurt me, ses Dixon. I couldnt look anybody in the face arter being pushed out o my own bar.

They kept im there all the rest o the day, and, as e was still obstinate when bedtime came, Mrs. Dixon, who wasnt to be beat, brought down some bedclothes and ad a bed made up for im on the sofa. Some men would ha ad the police in for less than that, but George Dixon ad got a great deal o pride and e couldnt bear the shame of it. Instead o that e acted like a fourteen-year-old boy and ran away to sea.

They found im gone when they came down in the morning, and the side-door on the latch. He ad left a letter for is wife on the table, telling er wot he ad done. Short and sweet it was, and wound up with telling er to be careful that her uncle and cousins didnt eat er out of house and ome.

She got another letter two days arterward, saying that he ad shipped as ordinary seaman on an American barque called the Seabird, bound for California, and that e expected to be away a year, or thereabouts.

Itll do im good, ses old Burge, when Mrs. Dixon read the letter to em. Its a ard life is the sea, and hell appreciate his ome when e comes back to it agin. He dont know when es well off. Its as comfortable a ome as a man could wish to ave. It was surprising wot a little difference George Dixons being away made to the Blue Lion. Nobody seemed to miss im much, and things went on just the same as afore he went. Mrs. Dixon was all right with most people, and er relations ad a very good time of it; old Burge began to put on flesh at such a rate that the sight of a ladder made im ill amost, and Charlie and Bob went about as if the place belonged to em.

They eard nothing for eight months, and then a letter came for Mrs. Dixon from her usband in which he said that e had left the Seabird after aving had a time which made im shiver to think of. He said that the men was the roughest of the rough and the officers was worse, and that he ad hardly ad a day without a blow from one or the other since hed been aboard. Hed been knocked down with a hand-spike by the second mate, and had ad a week in his bunk with a kick given im by the boatswain. He said e was now on the Rochester Castle, bound for Sydney, and he oped for better times.

That was all they eard for some months, and then they got another letter saying that the men on the Rochester Castle was, if anything, worse than those on the Seabird, and that hed begun to think that running away to sea was diffrent to wot hed expected, and that he supposed ed done it too late in life. He sent is love to is wife and asked er as a favour to send Uncle Burge and is boys away, as e didnt want to find them there when e came home, because they was the cause of all his sufferings.

He dont know is best friends, ses old Burge. Es got a nasty sperrit I dont like to see.

Ill ave a word with im when e does come home, ses Bob. I spose he thinks imself safe writing letters thousands o miles away.

The last letter they ad came from Auckland, and said that he ad shipped on the Monarch, bound for the Albert Docks, and he oped soon to be at ome and managing the Blue Lion, same as in the old happy days afore he was fool enough to go to sea.

That was the very last letter, and some time arterward the Monarch was in the missing list, and by-and-by it became known that she ad gone down with all hands not long arter leaving New Zealand. The only difference it made at the Blue Lion was that Mrs. Dixon ad two of er dresses dyed black, and the others wore black neckties for a fortnight and spoke of Dixon as pore George, and said it was a funny world, but they supposed everything was for the best.

It must ha been pretty near four years since George Dixon ad run off to sea when Charlie, who was sitting in the bar one arternoon reading the paper, things being dull, saw a mans head peep through the door for a minute and then disappear. Amost direckly arterward it looked in at another door and then disappeared agin. When it looked in at the third door Charlie ad put down is paper and was ready for it.

Who are you looking for? he ses, rather sharp. Wot dye want? Are you aving a game of peepbo, or wot?

The man coughed and smiled, and then e pushed the door open gently and came in, and stood there fingering is beard as though e didnt know wot to say.

Ive come back, Charlie, he ses at last.

Wot, George! ses Charlie, starting. Why, I didnt know you in that beard. We all thought you was dead, years ago.

I was pretty nearly, Charlie, ses Dixon, shaking his ead. Ah! Ive ad a terrible time since I left once.

You dont seem to ha made your fortune, ses Charlie, looking down at is clothes. Id ha been ashamed to come ome like that if it ad been me.

Im wore out, ses Dixon, leaning agin the bar. Ive got no pride left; its all been knocked out of me. Hows Julia?

Shes all right, ses Charlie. Here, Ju

Hsh! ses Dixon, reaching over the bar and laying his and on his arm. Dont let er know too sudden; break it to er gently.

Fiddlesticks! ses Charlie, throwing his and off and calling, Here, Julia! Hes come back.

Mrs. Dixon came running downstairs and into the bar. Good gracious! she ses, staring at her us-band. Whoeverd ha thought o seeing you agin? Where ave you sprung from?

Aint you glad to see me, Julia? ses George Dixon.

Yes, I spose so; if youve come back to behave yourself, ses Mrs. Dixon. What ave you got to say for yourself for running away and then writing them letters, telling me to get rid of my relations?

Thats a long time ago, Julia, ses Dixon, raising the flap in the counter and going into the bar. Ive gone through a great deal o suffering since then. Ive been knocked about till I adnt got any feeling left in me; Ive been shipwrecked, and Ive ad to fight for my life with savages.

Nobody asked you to run away, ses his wife, edging away as he went to put his arm round er waist. Youd better go upstairs and put on some decent clothes.
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Dixon looked at er for a moment and then he ung his ead.

Ive been thinking o you and of seeing you agin every day since I went away, Julia, he ses. Youd be the same to me if you was dressed in rags.

He went upstairs without another word, and old Burge, who was coming down, came down five of em at once owing to Dixon speaking to im afore he knew who e was. The old man was still grumbling when Dixon came down agin, and said he believed hed done it a-purpose.

You run away from a good ome, he ses, and the best wife in Wapping, and you come back and frighten people arf out o their lives. I never see such a feller in all my born days.

I was so glad to get ome agin I didnt think, ses Dixon. I hope youre not urt.

He started telling them all about his ardships while they were at tea, but none of em seemed to care much about hearing em. Bob said that the sea was all right for men, and that other people were sure not to like it.

And you brought it all on yourself, ses Charlie. Youve only got yourself to thank for it. I ad thought o picking a bone with you over those letters you wrote.

Lets ope es come back more sensible than wot e was when e went away, ses old Burge, with is mouth full o toast.

By the time hed been back a couple o days George Dixon could see that is going away adnt done any good at all. Nobody seemed to take any notice of im or wot he said, and at last, arter a word or two with Charlie about the rough way he spoke to some o the customers, Charlie came in to Mrs. Dixon and said that he was at is old tricks of interfering, and he would not ave it.

Well, hed better keep out o the bar altogether, ses Mrs. Dixon. Theres no need for im to go there; we managed all right while e was away.

Do you mean Im not to go into my own bar? ses Dixon, stammering.

Yes, I do, ses Mrs. Dixon. You kept out of it for four years to please yourself, and now you can keep out of it to please me.

Ive put you out o the bar before, ses Charlie, and if you come messing about with me any more Ill do it agin. So now you know.

He walked back into the bar whistling, and George Dixon, arter sitting still for a long time thinking, got up and went into the bar, and hed ardly got his foot inside afore Charlie caught old of im by the shoulder and shoved im back into the parlour agin.

I told you wot it would be, ses Mrs. Dixon, looking up from er sewing. Youve only got your interfering ways to thank for it.

This is a fine state of affairs in my own ouse, ses Dixon, ardly able to speak. Youve got no proper feeling for your husband, Julia, else you wouldnt allow it. Why, I was happier at sea than wot I am ere.

Well, youd better go back to it if youre so fond of it, ses is wife.

I think I ad, ses Dixon. If I cant be master in my own ouse Im better at sea, hard as it is. You must choose between us, Julia  me or your relations. I wont sleep under the same roof as them for another night. Am I to go?

Please yourself, ses is wife. I dont mind your staying ere so long as you behave yourself, but the others wont go; you can make your mind easy on that.

Ill go and look for another ship, then, ses Dixon, taking up is cap. Im not wanted here. Praps you wouldnt mind aving some clothes packed into a chest for me so as I can go away decent.

He looked round at is wife, as though e expected shed ask im not to go, but she took no notice, and he opened the door softly and went out, while old Burge, who ad come into the room and eard what he was saying, trotted off upstairs to pack is chest for im.

In two hours e was back agin and more cheerful than he ad been since he ad come ome. Bob was in the bar and the others were just sitting down to tea, and a big chest, nicely corded, stood on the floor in the corner of the room.

Thats right, he ses, looking at it; thats just wot I wanted.

Its as full as it can be, ses old Burge. I done it for you myself. Ave you got a ship?

I ave, ses Dixon. A jolly good ship. No more hardships for me this time. Ive got a berth as captain.

Wot? ses is wife. Captain? You!

Yes, ses Dixon, smiling at her. You can sail with me if you like.

Thankee, ses Mrs. Dixon, Im quite comfortable where I am.

Do you mean to say youve got a masters berth? ses Charlie, staring at im.

I do, ses Dixon; master and owner.

Charlie coughed. Wots the name of the ship? he asks, winking at the others.

The BLUE LION, ses Dixon, in a voice that made em all start. Im shipping a new crew and I pay off the old one to-night. You first, my lad.

Pay off, ses Charlie, leaning back in is chair and staring at im in a puzzled way. Blue Lion?

Yes, ses Dixon, in the same loud voice. When I came ome the other day I thought praps Id let bygones be bygones, and I laid low for a bit to see whether any of you deserved it. I went to sea to get hardened  and I got hard. Ive fought men that would eat you at a meal. Ive ad more blows in a week than youve ad in a lifetime, you fat-faced land-lubber.

He walked to the door leading to the bar, where Bob was doing is best to serve customers and listen at the same time, and arter locking it put the key in is pocket. Then e put his and in is pocket and slapped some money down on the table in front o Charlie.

Theres a months pay instead o notice, he ses. Now git.

George! screams is wife. Ow dare you? Ave you gone crazy?

Im surprised at you, ses old Burge, whod been looking on with is mouth wide open, and pinching imself to see whether e wasnt dreaming.

I dont go for your orders, ses Charlie, getting up. Wot dye mean by locking that door?

Wot! roars Dixon. Hang it! I mustnt lock a door without asking my barman now. Pack up and be off, you swab, afore I start on you.

Charlie gave a growl and rushed at im, and the next moment e was down on the floor with the ardest bang in the face that hed ever ad in is life. Mrs. Dixon screamed and ran into the kitchen, follered by old Burge, who went in to tell er not to be frightened. Charlie got up and went for Dixon agin; but he ad come back as ard as nails and ad a rushing style o fighting that took Charlies breath away. By the time Bob ad left the bar to take care of itself, and run round and got in the back way, Charlie had ad as much as e wanted and was lying on the sea-chest in the corner trying to get is breath.
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Yes? Wot dye want? ses Dixon, with a growl, as Bob came in at the door.

He was such a orrible figure, with the blood on is face and is beard sticking out all ways, that Bob, instead of doing wot he ad come round for, stood in the doorway staring at im without a word.

Im paying off, ses Dixon. Ave you got any-thing to say agin it?

No, ses Bob, drawing back.

You and Charliell go now, ses Dixon, taking out some money. The old man can stay on for a month to give im time to look round. Dont look at me that way, else Ill knock your ead off.

He started counting out Bobs money just as old Burge and Mrs. Dixon, hearing all quiet, came in out of the kitchen.

Dont you be alarmed on my account, my dear, he ses, turning to is wife; its childs play to wot Ive been used to. Ill just see these two mistaken young fellers off the premises, and then well ave a cup o tea while the old man minds the bar.

Mrs. Dixon tried to speak, but er temper was too much for er. She looked from her usband to Charlie and Bob and then back at im agin and caught er breath.

Thats right, ses Dixon, nodding his ead at her. Im master and owner of the Blue Lion and youre first mate. When Im speaking you keep quiet; thats dissipline.

I was in that bar about three months arterward, and I never saw such a change in any woman as there was in Mrs. Dixon. Of all the nice-mannered, soft-spoken landladies Ive ever seen, she was the best, and ony to ear the way she answered her usband when he spoke to er was a pleasure to every married man in the bar.
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A SPIRIT OF AVARICE

Mr. John Blows stood listening to the foreman with an air of lofty disdain. He was a free-born Englishman, and yet he had been summarily paid off at eleven oclock in the morning and told that his valuable services would no longer be required. More than that, the foreman had passed certain strictures upon his features which, however true they might be, were quite irrelevant to the fact that Mr. Blows had been discovered slumbering in a shed when he should have been laying bricks.
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Take your ugly face off these ere works, said the foreman; take it ome and bury it in the back-yard. Anybodyll be glad to lend you a spade.

Mr. Blows, in a somewhat fluent reply, reflected severely on the foremans immediate ancestors, and the strange lack of good-feeling and public spirit they had exhibited by allowing him to grow up.

Take it ome and bury it, said the foreman again. Not under any plants youve got a liking for.

I suppose, said Mr. Blows, still referring to his foes parents, and now endeavouring to make excuses for them I spose they was so pleased, and so surprised when they found that you was a uman being, that they didnt mind anything else.

He walked off with his head in the air, and the other men, who had partially suspended work to listen, resumed their labours. A modest pint at the Rising Sun revived his drooping spirits, and he walked home thinking of several things which he might have said to the foreman if he had only thought of them in time.

He paused at the open door of his house and, looking in, sniffed at the smell of mottled soap and dirty water which pervaded it. The stairs were wet, and a pail stood in the narrow passage. From the kitchen came the sounds of crying children and a scolding mother. Master Joseph Henry Blows, aged three, was holding his breath, and the family were all aghast at the length of his performance. He re-covered it as his father entered the room, and drowned, without distressing himself, the impotent efforts of the others. Mrs. Blows turned upon her husband a look of hot inquiry.

Ive got the chuck, he said, surlily.

What, again? said the unfortunate woman. Yes, again, repeated her husband.

Mrs. Blows turned away, and dropping into a chair threw her apron over her head and burst into discordant weeping. Two little Blows, who had ceased their outcries, resumed them again from sheer sympathy.

Stop it, yelled the indignant Mr. Blows; stop it at once; dye hear?

I wish Id never seen you, sobbed his wife from behind her apron. Of all the lazy, idle, drunken, good-for-nothing  

Go on, said Mr. Blows, grimly.

Youre more trouble than youre worth, declared Mrs. Blows. Look at your father, my dears, she continued, taking the apron away from her face; take a good look at him, and mind you dont grow up like it.

Mr. Blows met the combined gaze of his innocent offspring with a dark scowl, and then fell to moodily walking up and down the passage until he fell over the pail. At that his mood changed, and, turning fiercely, he kicked that useful article up and down the passage until he was tired.

Ive ad enough of it, he muttered. He stopped at the kitchen-door and, putting his hand in his pocket, threw a handful of change on to the floor and swung out of the house.

Another pint of beer confirmed him in his resolution. He would go far away and make a fresh start in the world. The morning was bright and the air fresh, and a pleasant sense of freedom and adventure possessed his soul as he walked. At a swinging pace he soon left Gravelton behind him, and, coming to the river, sat down to smoke a final pipe before turning his back forever on a town which had treated him so badly.

The river murmured agreeably and the rushes stirred softly in the breeze; Mr. Blows, who could fall asleep on an upturned pail, succumbed to the influence at once; the pipe dropped from his mouth and he snored peacefully.

He was awakened by a choking scream, and, starting up hastily, looked about for the cause. Then in the water he saw the little white face of Billy Clements, and wading in up to his middle he reached out and, catching the child by the hair, drew him to the bank and set him on his feet. Still screaming with terror, Billy threw up some of the water he had swallowed, and without turning his head made off in the direction of home, calling piteously upon his mother.

Mr. Blows, shivering on the bank, watched him out of sight, and, missing his cap, was just in time to see that friend of several seasons slowly sinking in the middle of the river. He squeezed the water from his trousers and, crossing the bridge, set off across the meadows.

His self-imposed term of bachelorhood lasted just three months, at the end of which time he made up his mind to enact the part of the generous husband and forgive his wife everything. He would not go into details, but issue one big, magnanimous pardon.

Full of these lofty ideas he set off in the direction of home again. It was a three-days tramp, and the evening of the third day saw him but a bare two miles from home. He clambered up the bank at the side of the road and, sprawling at his ease, smoked quietly in the moonlight.

A waggon piled up with straw came jolting and creaking toward him. The driver sat dozing on the shafts, and Mr. Blows smiled pleasantly as he recognised the first face of a friend he had seen for three months. He thrust his pipe in his pocket and, rising to his feet, clambered on to the back of the waggon, and lying face downward on the straw peered down at the unconscious driver below.

Ill give old Joe a surprise, he said to himself. Hell be the first to welcome me back.

Joe, he said, softly. Ow goes it, old pal?

Mr. Joe Carter, still dozing, opened his eyes at the sound of his name and looked round; then, coming to the conclusion that he had been dreaming, closed them again.

Im a-looking at you, Joe, said Mr. Blows, waggishly. I can see you.

Mr. Carter looked up sharply and, catching sight of the grinning features of Mr. Blows protruding over the edge of the straw, threw up his arms with a piercing shriek and fell off the shafts on to the road. The astounded Mr. Blows, raising himself on his hands, saw him pick himself up and, giving vent to a series of fearsome yelps, run clumsily back along the road.

Joe! shouted Mr. Blows. J-o-o-oE!
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Mr. Carter put his hands to his ears and ran on blindly, while his friend, sitting on the top of the straw, regarded his proceedings with mixed feelings of surprise and indignation.

It cant be that tanner e owes me, he mused, and yet I dont know what else it can be. I never see a man so jumpy.

He continued to speculate while the old horse, undisturbed by the drivers absence, placidly continued its journey. A mile farther, however, he got down to take the short cut by the fields.

If Joe cant look after his orse and cart, he said, primly, as he watched it along the road, its not my business.

The footpath was not much used at that time of night, and he only met one man. They were in the shadow of the trees which fringed the new cemetery as they passed, and both peered. The stranger was satisfied first and, to Mr. Blowss growing indignation, first gave a leap backward which would not have disgraced an acrobat, and then made off across the field with hideous outcries.

If I get old of some of you, said the offended Mr. Blows, Ill give you something to holler for.

He pursued his way grumbling, and insensibly slackened his pace as he drew near home. A remnant of conscience which had stuck to him without encouragement for thirty-five years persisted in suggesting that he had behaved badly. It also made a few ill-bred inquiries as to how his wife and children had subsisted for the last three months. He stood outside the house for a short space, and then, opening the door softly, walked in.

The kitchen-door stood open, and his wife in a black dress sat sewing by the light of a smoky lamp. She looked up as she heard his footsteps, and then, without a word, slid from the chair full length to the floor.

Go on, said Mr. Blows, bitterly; keep it up. Dont mind me.

Mrs. Blows paid no heed; her face was white and her eyes were closed. Her husband, with a dawning perception of the state of affairs, drew a mug of water from the tap and flung it over her. She opened her eyes and gave a faint scream, and then, scrambling to her feet, tottered toward him and sobbed on his breast.

There, there, said Mr. Blows. Dont take on; I forgive you.

Oh, John, said his wife, sobbing convulsively, I thought you was dead. I thought you was dead. Its only a fortnight ago since we buried you!

Buried me? said the startled Mr. Blows. Buried me?

I shall wake up and find Im dreaming, wailed Mrs. Blows; I know I shall. Im always dreaming that youre not dead. Night before last I dreamt that you was alive, and I woke up sobbing as if my art would break.

Sobbing? said Mr. Blows, with a scowl. For joy, John, explained his wife.

Mr. Blows was about to ask for a further explanation of the mystery when he stopped, and regarded with much interest a fair-sized cask which stood in one corner.

A cask o beer, he said, staring, as he took a glass from the dresser and crossed over to it. You dont seem to ave taken much arm during my  my going after work.

We ad it for the funeral, John, said his wife; leastways, we ad two; this is the second.

Mr. Blows, who had filled the glass, set it down on the table untasted; things seemed a trifle uncanny.

Go on, said Mrs. Blows; youve got more right to it than anybody else. Fancy aving you here drinking up the beer for your own funeral.

I dont understand what youre a-driving at, retorted Mr. Blows, drinking somewhat gingerly from the glass. Ow could there be a funeral without me?

Its all a mistake, said the overjoyed Mrs. Blows; we must have buried somebody else. But such a funeral, John; you would ha been proud if you could ha seen it. All Gravelton followed, nearly. There was the boys drum and fife band, and the Ancient Order of Camels, what you used to belong to, turned out with their brass band and banners  all the people marching four abreast and sometimes five.

Mr. Blowss face softened; he had no idea that he had established himself so firmly in the affections of his fellow-townsmen.

Four mourning carriages, continued his wife, and the  the hearse, all covered in flowers so that you couldnt see it ardly. One wreath cost two pounds.

Mr. Blows endeavoured to conceal his gratification beneath a mask of surliness. Waste o money, he growled, and stooping to the cask drew himself an-other glass of beer.

Some o the gentry sent their carriages to follow, said Mrs. Blows, sitting down and clasping her hands in her lap.

I know one or two that ad a liking for me, said Mr. Blows, almost blushing.

And to think that its all a mistake, continued his wife. But I thought it was you; it was dressed like you, and your cap was found near it.

Hm, said Mr. Blows; a pretty mess youve been and made of it. Heres people been giving two pounds for wreaths and turning up with brass bands and banners because they thought it was me, and its all been wasted.

It wasnt my fault, said his wife. Little Billy Clements came running ome the day you went away and said ed fallen in the water, and youd gone in and pulled im out. He said e thought you was drownded, and when you didnt come ome I naturally thought so too. What else could I think?

Mr. Blows coughed, and holding his glass up to the light regarded it with a preoccupied air.

They dragged the river, resumed his wife, and found the cap, but they didnt find the body till nine weeks afterward. There was a inquest at the Peal o Bells, and I identified you, and all that grand funeral was because they thought youd lost your life saving little Billy. They said you was a hero.
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Youve made a nice mess of it, repeated Mr. Blows.

The rector preached the sermon, continued his wife; a beautiful sermon it was, too. I wish youd been there to hear it; I should ave enjoyed it ever so much better. He said that nobody was more surprised than what e was at your doing such a thing, and that it only showed ow little we knowed our fellow-creatures. He said that it proved there was good in all of us if we only gave it a chance to come out.

Mr. Blows eyed her suspiciously, but she sat thinking and staring at the floor.

I spose we shall have to give the money back now, she said, at last.

Money! said the other; what money?

Money that was collected for us, replied his wife. One undered and eighty-three pounds seven shillings and fourpence.

Mr. Blows took a long breath. Ow much? he said, faintly; say it agin.

His wife obeyed.

Show it to me, said the other, in trembling tones; lets ave a look at it. Lets old some of it.

I cant, was the reply; theres a committee of the Camels took charge of it, and they pay my rent and allow me ten shillings a week. Now I spose itll have to be given back?

Dont you talk nonsense, said Mr. Blows, violently. You go to them interfering Camels and say you want your money  all of it. Say youre going to Australia. Say it was my last dying wish.

Mrs. Blows puckered her brow.

Ill keep quiet upstairs till youve got it, continued her husband, rapidly. There was only two men saw me, and I can see now that they thought I was my own ghost. Send the kids off to your mother for a few days.

His wife sent them off next morning, and a little later was able to tell him that his surmise as to his friends mistake was correct. All Gravelton was thrilled by the news that the spiritual part of Mr. John Blows was walking the earth, and much exercised as to his reasons for so doing.

Seemed such a monkey trick for im to do, complained Mr. Carter, to the listening circle at the Peal o Bells. Im a-looking at you, Joe, he ses, and he waggled his ead as if it was made of india-rubber.

Hed got something on is mind what he wanted to tell you, said a listener, severely; you ought to ave stopped, Joe, and asked im what it was.

I think I see myself, said the shivering Mr. Carter. I think I see myself.

Then he wouldnt ave troubled you any more, said the other.

Mr. Carter turned pale and eyed him fixedly. Praps it was only a death-warning, said another man.

What dye mean, only a death-warning? demanded the unfortunate Mr. Carter; you dont know what youre talking about.

I ad an uncle o mine see a ghost once, said a third man, anxious to relieve the tension.

And what appened? inquired the first speaker. Ill tell you after Joes gone, said the other, with rare consideration.

Mr. Carter called for some more beer and told the barmaid to put a little gin in it. In a pitiable state of nerves he sat at the extreme end of a bench, and felt that he was an object of unwholesome interest to his acquaintances. The finishing touch was put to his discomfiture when a well-meaning friend in a vague and disjointed way advised him to give up drink, swearing, and any other bad habits which he might have contracted.
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The committee of the Ancient Order of Camels took the news calmly, and classed it with pink rats and other abnormalities. In reply to Mrs. Blowss request for the capital sum, they expressed astonishment that she could be willing to tear herself away from the heros grave, and spoke of the pain which such an act on her part would cause him in the event of his being conscious of it. In order to show that they were reasonable men, they allowed her an extra shilling that week.

The hero threw the dole on the bedroom floor, and in a speech bristling with personalities, consigned the committee to perdition. The confinement was beginning to tell upon him, and two nights afterward, just before midnight, he slipped out for a breath of fresh air.

It was a clear night, and all Gravelton with one exception, appeared to have gone to bed. The exception was Police-constable Collins, and he, after tracking the skulking figure of Mr. Blows and finally bringing it to bay in a doorway, kept his for a fort-night. As a sensible man, Mr. Blows took no credit to himself for the circumstance, but a natural feeling of satisfaction at the discomfiture of a member of a force for which he had long entertained a strong objection could not be denied.

Gravelton debated this new appearance with bated breath, and even the purblind committee of the Camels had to alter their views. They no longer denied the supernatural nature of the manifestations, but, with a strange misunderstanding of Mr. Blowss desires, attributed his restlessness to dissatisfaction with the projected tombstone, and, having plenty of funds, amended their order for a plain stone at ten guineas to one in pink marble at twenty-five.

That there committee, said Mr. Blows to his wife, in a trembling voice, as he heard of the alteration that there committee seem to think that they can play about with my money as they like. You go and tell em you wont ave it. And say youve given up the idea of going to Australia and you want the money to open a shop with. Well take a little pub somewhere.

Mrs. Blows went, and returned in tears, and for two entire days her husband, a prey to gloom, sat trying to evolve fresh and original ideas for the possession of the money. On the evening of the second day he became low-spirited, and going down to the kitchen took a glass from the dresser and sat down by the beer-cask.

Almost insensibly he began to take a brighter view of things. It was Saturday night and his wife was out. He shook his head indulgently as he thought of her, and began to realise how foolish he had been to entrust such a delicate mission to a woman. The Ancient Order of Camels wanted a man to talk to them  a man who knew the world and could assail them with unanswerable arguments. Having applied every known test to make sure that the cask was empty, he took his cap from a nail and sallied out into the street.

Old Mrs. Martin, a neighbour, saw him first, and announced the fact with a scream that brought a dozen people round her. Bereft of speech, she mouthed dumbly at Mr. Blows.

I aint touch  touched her, said that gentleman, earnestly. I aint  been near er.

The crowd regarded him wild-eyed. Fresh members came running up, and pushing for a front place fell back hastily on the main body and watched breathlessly. Mr. Blows, disquieted by their silence, renewed his protestations.

I was coming long  

He broke off suddenly and, turning round, gazed with some heat at a gentleman who was endeavouring to ascertain whether an umbrella would pass through him. The investigator backed hastily into the crowd again, and a faint murmur of surprise arose as the indignant Mr. Blows rubbed the place.

Hes alive, I tell you, said a voice. What cheer, Jack!

Ullo, Bill, said Mr. Blows, genially.

Bill came forward cautiously, and, first shaking hands, satisfied himself by various little taps and prods that his friend was really alive.

Its all right, he shouted; come and feel.

At least fifty hands accepted the invitation, and, ignoring the threats and entreaties of Mr. Blows, who was a highly ticklish subject, wandered briskly over his anatomy. He broke free at last and, supported by Bill and a friend, set off for the Peal o Bells.

By the time he arrived there his following had swollen to immense proportions. Windows were thrown up, and people standing on their doorsteps shouted inquiries. Congratulations met him on all sides, and the joy of Mr. Joseph Carter was so great that Mr. Blows was quite affected.

In high feather at the attention he was receiving, Mr. Blows pushed his way through the idlers at the door and ascended the short flight of stairs which led to the room where the members of the Ancient Order of Camels were holding their lodge. The crowd swarmed up after him.

The door was locked, but in response to his knocking it opened a couple of inches, and a gruff voice demanded his business. Then, before he could give it, the doorkeeper reeled back into the room, and Mr. Blows with a large following pushed his way in.

The president and his officers, who were sitting in state behind a long table at the end of the room, started to their feet with mingled cries of indignation and dismay at the intrusion. Mr. Blows, conscious of the strength of his position, walked up to them.
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Mr. Blows! gasped the president.

Ah, you didnt expec see me, said Mr. Blows, with a scornful laugh Theyre trying do me, do me out o my lill bit o money, Bill.

But you aint got no money, said his bewildered friend.

Mr. Blows turned and eyed him haughtily; then he confronted the staring president again.

Ive come for  my money, he said, impressively one under-eighty pounds.

But look ere, said the scandalised Bill, tugging at his sleeve; you aint dead, Jack.

You dont understan, said Mr. Blows, impatiently. They know wharri mean; one undereighty pounds. They want to buy me a tombstone, an I dont want it. I want the money. Here, stop it! Dye hear? The words were wrung from him by the action of the president, who, after eyeing him doubtfully during his remarks, suddenly prodded him with the butt-end of one of the property spears which leaned against his chair. The solidity of Mr. Blows was unmistakable, and with a sudden resumption of dignity the official seated himself and called for silence.

Im sorry to say theres been a bit of a mistake made, he said, slowly, but Im glad to say that Mr. Blows has come back to support his wife and family with the sweat of his own brow. Only a pound or two of the money so kindly subscribed has been spent, and the remainder will be handed back to the subscribers.

Here, said the incensed Mr. Blows, listen me.

Take him away, said the president, with great dignity. Clear the room. Strangers outside.

Two of the members approached Mr. Blows and, placing their hands on his shoulders, requested him to withdraw. He went at last, the centre of a dozen panting men, and becoming wedged on the narrow staircase, spoke fluently on such widely differing subjects as the rights of man and the shape of the presidents nose.

He finished his remarks in the street, but, becoming aware at last of a strange lack of sympathy on the part of his audience, he shook off the arm of the faithful Mr. Carter and stalked moodily home.


THE THIRD STRING

Love? said the night-watchman, as he watched in an abstracted fashion the efforts of a skipper to reach a brother skipper on a passing barge with a boathook. Dont talk to me about love, because Ive suffered enough through it. There ought to be teetotalers for love the same as wot there is for drink, and they ought to wear a piece o ribbon to show it, the same as the teetotalers do; but not an attractive piece o ribbon, mind you. Ive seen as much mischief caused by love as by drink, and the funny thing is, one often leads to the other. Love, arter it is over, often leads to drink, and drink often leads to love and to a man committing himself for life afore it is over.
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Sailormen give way to it most; they see so little o wimmen that they naturally ave a high opinion of em. Wait till they become night-watchmen and, having to be at ome all day, see the other side of em. If people ony started life as night-watchmen there wouldnt be one arf the falling in love that there is now.

I remember one chap, as nice a fellow as you could wish to meet, too. He always carried his sweet-hearts photograph about with im, and it was the ony thing that cheered im up during the fourteen years he was cast away on a deserted island. He was picked up at last and taken ome, and there she was still single and waiting for im; and arter spending fourteen years on a deserted island he got another ten in quod for shooting er because she ad altered so much in er looks.

Then there was Ginger Dick, a red-aired man Ive spoken about before. He went and fell in love one time when he was lodging in Wapping ere with old Sam Small and Peter Russet, and a nice mess e made of it.

They was just back from a vyge, and they adnt been ashore a week afore both of em noticed a change for the worse in Ginger. He turned quiet and peaceful and lost is taste for beer. He used to play with is food instead of eating it, and in place of going out of an evening with Sam and Peter took to going off by imself.

Its love, ses Peter Russet, shaking his ead, and hell be worse afore hes better.

Whos the gal? ses old Sam.

Peter didnt know, but when they came ome that night e asked. Ginger, who was sitting up in bed with a far-off look in is eyes, cuddling is knees, went on staring but didnt answer.

Who is it making a fool of you this time, Ginger? ses old Sam.

You mind your bisness and Ill mind mine, ses Ginger, suddenly waking up and looking very fierce.

No offence, mate, ses Sam, winking at Peter. I ony asked in case I might be able to do you a good turn.

Well, you can do that by not letting her know youre a pal o mine, ses Ginger, very nasty.

Old Sam didnt understand at fust, and when Peter explained to im he wanted to hit im for trying to twist Gingers words about.

She dont like fat old men, ses Ginger.

Ho! ses old Sam, who couldnt think of anything else to say. Ho! dont she? Ho! Ho! indeed!

He undressed imself and got into the bed he shared with Peter, and kept im awake for hours by telling im in a loud voice about all the gals hed made love to in his life, and partikler about one gal that always fainted dead away whenever she saw either a red-aired man or a monkey.

Peter Russet found out all about it next day, and told Sam that it was a barmaid with black air and eyes at the Jolly Pilots, and that she wouldnt ave anything to say to Ginger.

He spoke to Ginger about it agin when they were going to bed that night, and to is surprise found that he was quite civil. When e said that he would do anything he could for im, Ginger was quite affected.

I cant eat or drink, he ses, in a miserable voice; I lay awake all last night thinking of her. Shes so diffrent to other gals; shes got  If I start on you, Sam Small, youll know it. You go and make that choking noise to them as likes it.

Its a bit o egg-shell I got in my throat at break-fast this morning, Ginger, ses Sam. I wonder whether she lays awake all night thinking of you?

I dare say she does, ses Peter Russet, giving im a little push.

Keep your art up, Ginger, ses Sam; Ive known gals to ave the most extordinary likings afore now.

Dont take no notice of im, ses Peter, holding Ginger back. Ow are you getting on with her?

Ginger groaned and sat down on is bed and looked at the floor, and Sam went and sat on his till it shook so that Ginger offered to step over and break is neck for im.

I cant elp the bed shaking, ses Sam; it aint my fault. I didnt make it. If being in love is going to make you so disagreeable to your best friends, Ginger, youd better go and live by yourself.

I eard something about her to-day, Ginger, ses Peter Russet. I met a chap I used to know at Bulls Wharf, and he told me that she used to keep company with a chap named Bill Lumm, a bit of a prize-fighter, and since she gave im up she wont look at anybody else.

Was she very fond of im, then? asks Ginger.

I dont know, ses Peter; but this chap told me that she wont walk out with anybody agin, unless its another prize-fighter. Her pride wont let her, I spose.

Well, thats all right, Ginger, ses Sam; all youve got to do is to go and be a prize-fighter.

If I ave any more o your nonsense ses Ginger, starting up.

Thats right, ses Sam; jump down anybodys throat when theyre trying to do you a kindness. Thats you all over, Ginger, that is. Wots to prevent you telling er that youre a prize-fighter from Australia or somewhere? She wont know no better.

He got up off the bed and put his ands up as Ginger walked across the room to im, but Ginger ony wanted to shake ands, and arter he ad done that e patted im on the back and smiled at im.

Ill try it, he ses. Id tell any lies for er sake. Ah! you dont know wot love is, Sam.

I used to, ses Sam, and then he sat down agin and began to tell em all the love-affairs he could remember, until at last Peter Russet got tired and said it was ard to believe, looking at im now, wot a perfick terror hed been with gals, and said that the face hed got now was a judgment on im. Sam shut up arter that, and got into trouble with Peter in the middle o the night by waking im up to tell im something that he ad just thought of about his face.

The more Ginger thought o Sams idea the more he liked it, and the very next evening e took Peter Russet into the private bar o the Jolly Pilots. He ordered port wine, which he thought seemed more igh-class than beer, and then Peter Russet started talking to Miss Tucker and told her that Ginger was a prize-fighter from Sydney, where hed beat everybody that stood up to im.

The gal seemed to change toward Ginger all in a flash, and er beautiful black eyes looked at im so admiring that he felt quite faint. She started talking to im about his fights at once, and when at last e plucked up courage to ask er to go for a walk with im on Sunday arternoon she seemed quite delighted.

Itll be a nice change for me, she ses, smiling. I used to walk out with a prize-fighter once before, and since I gave im up I began to think I was never going to ave a young man agin. You cant think ow dull its been.

Must ha been, ses Ginger.

I spose youve got a taste for prize-fighters, miss, ses Peter Russet.

No, ses Miss Tucker; I dont think that its that exactly, but, you see, I couldnt ave anybody else. Not for their own sakes.
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Why not? ses Ginger, looking puzzled.

Why not? ses Miss Tucker. Why, because o Bill. Hes such a orrid jealous disposition. After I gave im up I walked out with a young fellow named Smith; fine, big, strapping chap e was, too, and I never saw such a change in any man as there was in im after Bill ad done with im. I couldnt believe it was im. I told Bill he ought to be ashamed of imself.

Wot did e say? asks Ginger.

Dont ask me wot e said, ses Miss Tucker, tossing her ead. Not liking to be beat, I ad one more try with a young fellow named Charlie Webb.

Wot appened to im? ses Peter Russet, arter waiting a bit for er to finish.

I cant bear to talk of it, ses Miss Tucker, holding up Gingers glass and giving the counter a wipe down. He met Bill, and I saw im six weeks afterward just as e was being sent away from the ospital to a seaside home. Bill disappeared after that.

Has he gone far away? ses Ginger, trying to speak in a off-and way.

Oh, hes back now, ses Miss Tucker. Youll see im fast enough, and, wotever you do, dont let im know youre a prize-fighter.

Why not? ses pore Ginger.

Because o the surprise itll be to im, ses Miss Tucker. Let im rush on to is doom. Hell get a lesson e dont expect, the bully. Dont be afraid of urting im. Think o pore Smith and Charlie Webb.

I am thinkin of em, ses Ginger, slow-like. Is  is Bill  very quick  with his ands?

Rather, ses Miss Tucker; but o course he aint up to your mark; hes ony known in these parts.

She went off to serve a customer, and Ginger Dick tried to catch Peters eye, but couldnt, and when Miss Tucker came back he said e must be going.

Sunday afternoon at a quarter past three sharp, outside ere, she ses. Never mind about putting on your best clothes, because Bill is sure to be hanging about. Ill take care o that.

She reached over the bar and shook ands with im, and Ginger felt a thrill go up is arm which lasted im all the way ome.

He didnt know whether to turn up on Sunday or not, and if it adnt ha been for Sam and Peter Russet hed ha most likely stayed at home. Not that e was a coward, being always ready for a scrap and ginrally speaking doing well at it, but he made a few inquiries about Bill Lumm and e saw that e had about as much chance with im as a kitten would ave with a bulldog.

Sam and Peter was delighted, and they talked about it as if it was a pantermime, and old Sam said that when he was a young man hed ha fought six Bill Lumms afore hed ha given a gal up. He brushed Gingers clothes for im with is own hands on Sunday afternoon, and, when Ginger started, im and Peter follered some distance behind to see fair play.

The ony person outside the Jolly Pilots when Ginger got there was a man; a strong-built chap with a thick neck, very large ands, and a nose which ad seen its best days some time afore. He looked ard at Ginger as e came up, and then stuck his ands in is trouser pockets and spat on the pavement. Ginger walked a little way past and then back agin, and just as he was thinking that e might venture to go off, as Miss Tucker adnt come, the door opened and out she came.

I couldnt find my at-pins, she ses, taking Gingers arm and smiling up into is face.

Before Ginger could say anything the man he ad noticed took his ands out of is pockets and stepped up to im.

Let go o that young ladys arm, he ses. Shant, ses Ginger, holding it so tight that Miss Tucker nearly screamed.

Let go er arm and put your ands up, ses the chap agin.
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Not ere, ses Ginger, who ad laid awake the night afore thinking wot to do if he met Bill Lumm. If you wish to ave a spar with me, my lad, you must ave it where we cant be interrupted. When I start on a man I like to make a good job of it.

Good job of it! ses the other, starting. Do you know who I am?

No, I dont, ses Ginger, and, wots more, I dont care.

My name, ses the chap, speaking in a slow, careful voice, is Bill Lumm.

Wot a orrid name! ses Ginger.

Otherwise known as the Wapping Basher, ses Bill, shoving is face into Gingers and glaring at im.

Ho! ses Ginger, sniffing, a amatoor.

Amatoor? ses Bill, shouting.

Thats wot we should call you over in Australia, ses Ginger; my name is Dick Duster, likewise known as the Sydney Puncher. Ive killed three men in the ring and ave never ad a defeat.

Well, put em up, ses Bill, doubling up is fists and shaping at im.

Not in the street, I tell you, ses Ginger, still clinging tight to Miss Tuckers arm. I was fined five pounds the other day for punching a man in the street, and the magistrate said it would be ard labour for me next time. You find a nice, quiet spot for some arternoon, and Ill knock your ead off with pleasure.

Id sooner ave it knocked off now, ses Bill; I dont like waiting for things.

Thursday arternoon, ses Ginger, very firm; theres one or two gentlemen want to see a bit o my work afore backing me, and we can combine bisness with pleasure.

He walked off with Miss Tucker, leaving Bill Lumm standing on the pavement scratching his ead and staring arter im as though e didnt quite know wot to make of it. Bill stood there for pretty near five minutes, and then arter asking Sam and Peter, who ad been standing by listening, whether they wanted anything for themselves, walked off to ask is pals wot they knew about the Sydney Puncher.

Ginger Dick was so quiet and satisfied about the fight that old Sam and Peter couldnt make im out at all. He wouldnt even practise punching at a bolster that Peter rigged up for im, and when e got a message from Bill Lumm naming a quiet place on the Lea Marshes he agreed to it as comfortable as possible.

Well, I must say, Ginger, that I like your pluck, ses Peter Russet.

I always ave said that for Ginger; es got pluck, ses Sam.

Ginger coughed and tried to smile at em in a superior sort o way. I thought youd got more sense, he ses, at last. You dont think Im going, do you?

Wot? ses old Sam, in a shocked voice.

Youre never going to back out of it, Ginger? ses Peter.

I am, ses Ginger. If you think Im going to be smashed up by a prize-fighter just to show my pluck youre mistook.

You must go, Ginger, ses old Sam, very severe. Its too late to back out of it now. Think of the gal. Think of er feelings.

For the sake of your good name, ses Peter.

I should never speak to you agin, Ginger, ses old Sam, pursing up is lips.

Nor me neither, ses Peter Russet.

To think of our Ginger being called a coward, ses old Sam, with a shudder, and afore a gal, too.

The loveliest gal in Wapping, ses Peter.

Look ere, ses Ginger, you can shut up, both of you. Im not going, and thats the long and short of it. I dont mind an ordinary man, but I draw the line at prize-fighters.

Old Sam sat down on the edge of is bed and looked the picture of despair. You must go, Ginger, he ses, for my sake.

Your sake? ses Ginger, staring.

Ive got money on it, ses Sam, sos Peter. If you dont turn up all betsll be off.

Good job for you, too, ses Ginger. If I did turn up youd lose it, to a dead certainty.

Old Sam coughed and looked at Peter, and Peter e coughed and looked at Sam.

You dont understand, Ginger, said Sam, in a soft voice; it aint often a chap gets the chance o making a bit o money these ard times.

So weve put all our money on Bill Lumm, ses Peter. Its the safest and easiest way o making money I ever eard of. You see, we know youre not a prize-fighter and the others dont.

Pore Ginger looked at em, and then e called em all the names he could lay is tongue to, but, with the idea o the money they was going make, they didnt mind a bit. They let him ave is say, and that night they brought ome two other sailormen wot ad bet agin Ginger to share their room, and, though they ad bet agin im, they was so fond of im that it was evident that they wasnt going to leave im till the fight was over.

Ginger gave up then, and at twelve oclock next day they started off to find the place. Mr. Webson, the landlord of the Jolly Pilots, a short, fat man o fifty, wot ad spoke to Ginger once or twice, went with em, and all the way to the station he kept saying wot a jolly spot it was for that sort o thing. Perfickly private; nice soft green grass to be knocked down on, and larks up in the air singing away as if theyd never leave off.

They took the train to Homerton, and, being a slack time o the day, the porters was surprised to see wot a lot o people was travelling by it. So was Ginger. There was the landlords of arf the public-ouses in Wapping, all smoking big cigars; two dock policemen in plain clothes, wot ad got the arternoon off  one with a raging toothache and the other with a baby wot wasnt expected to last the day out. They was as full o fun as kittens, and the landlord o the Jolly Pilots pointed out to Ginger wot reasonable uman beings policemen was at art. Besides them there was quite a lot o sailormen, even skippers and mates, nearly all of em smoking big cigars, too, and looking at Ginger out of the corner of one eye and at the Wapping Basher out of the corner of the other.

Hit ard and hit straight, ses the landlord to Ginger in a low voice, as they got out of the train and walked up the road. Ow are you feeling?

Ive got a cold coming on, ses pore Ginger, looking at the Basher, who was on in front, and a splitting eadache, and a sharp pain all down my left leg. I dont think  

Well, its a good job its no worse, ses the land-lord; all youve got to do is to hit ard. If you win its a undered pounds in my pocket, and Ill stand you a fiver of it. Dye understand?

They turned down some little streets, several of em going diffrent ways, and arter crossing the River Lea got on to the marshes, and, as the landlord said, the place might ha been made for it.

A little chap from Mile End was the referee, and Bill Lumm, aving peeled, stood looking on while Ginger took is things off and slowly and carefully folded em up. Then they stepped toward each other, Bill taking longer steps than Ginger, and shook ands; immediately arter which Bill knocked Ginger head over eels.
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Time! was called, and the landlord o the Jolly Pilots, who was nursing Ginger on is knee, said that it was nothing at all, and that bleeding at the nose was a sign of ealth. But as it happened Ginger was that mad e didnt want any encouragement, he ony wanted to kill Bill Lumm.

He got two or three taps in the next round which made his ead ring, and then he got ome on the mark and follered it up by a left-anded punch on Bills jaw that surprised em both  Bill because he didnt think Ginger could hit so ard, and Ginger because e didnt think that prize-fighters ad any feelings.

They clinched and fell that round, and the land-lord patted Ginger on the back and said that if he ever ad a son he oped hed grow up like im.

Ginger was surprised at the way e was getting on, and so was old Sam and Peter Russet, and when Ginger knocked Bill down in the sixth round Sam went as pale as death. Ginger was getting marked all over, but he stuck, to is man, and the two dock policemen, wot ad put their money on Bill Lumm, began to talk of their dooty, and say as ow the fight ought to be stopped.

At the tenth round Bill couldnt see out of is eyes, and kept wasting is strength on the empty air, and once on the referee. Ginger watched is opportunity, and at last, with a terrific smash on the point o Bills jaw, knocked im down and then looked round for the landlords knee.

Bill made a game try to get up when Time! was called, but couldnt; and the referee, who was olding a andkerchief to is nose, gave the fight to Ginger.

It was the proudest moment o Ginger Dicks life. He sat there like a king, smiling orribly, and Sams voice as he paid is losings sounded to im like music, in spite o the words the old man see fit to use. It was so ard to get Peter Russets money that it amost looked as though there was going to be another prize-fight, but e paid up at last and went off, arter fust telling Ginger part of wot he thought of im.

There was a lot o quarrelling, but the bets was all settled at last, and the landlord o the Jolly Pilots, who was in igh feather with the money hed won, gave Ginger the five pounds hed promised and took him ome in a cab.

You done well, my lad, he ses. No, dont smile. It looks as though your eads coming off.

I ope youll tell Miss Tucker ow I fought, ses Ginger.

I will, my lad, ses the landlord; but youd better not see er for some time, for both your sakes.

I was thinking of aving a day or two in bed, ses Ginger.

Best thing you can do, ses the landlord; and mind, dont you ever fight Bill Lumm agin. Keep out of is way.

Why? I beat im once, an I can beat im agin, ses Ginger, offended.

Beat im? ses the landlord. He took is cigar out of is mouth as though e was going to speak, and then put it back agin and looked out of the window.

Yes, beat im, ses Ginger. You was there and saw it.

He lost the fight a-purpose, ses the landlord, whispering. Miss Tucker found out that you wasnt a prize-fighter  leastways, I did for er  and she told Bill that, if e loved er so much that hed ave is sinful pride took down by letting you beat im, shed think diffrent of im. Why, e could ave settled you in a minute if hed liked. He was ony playing with you.

Ginger stared at im as if e couldnt believe is eyes. Playing? he ses, feeling is face very gently with the tips of his fingers.

Yes, ses the landlord; and if he ever hits you agin youll know Im speaking the truth.

Ginger sat back all of a heap and tried to think. Is Miss Tucker going to keep company with im agin, then? he ses, in a faint voice.

No, ses the landlord; you can make your mind easy on that point.

Well, then, if I walk out with er I shall ave to fight Bill all over agin, ses Ginger.

The landlord turned to im and patted im on the shoulder. Dont you take up your troubles afore they come, my lad, he ses, kindly; and mind and keep wot Ive told you dark, for all our sakes.

He put im down at the door of is lodgings and, arter shaking ands with im, gave the landlady a shilling and told er to get some beefsteak and put on is face, and went home. Ginger went straight off to bed, and the way he carried on when the landlady fried the steak afore bringing it up showed ow upset he was.
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It was over a week afore he felt e could risk letting Miss Tucker see im, and then at seven oclock one evening he felt e couldnt wait any longer, and arter spending an hour cleaning imself he started out for the Jolly Pilots.

He felt so appy at the idea o seeing her agin that e forgot all about Bill Lumm, and it gave im quite a shock when e saw im standing outside the Pilots. Bill took his ands out of is pockets when he saw im and came toward im.

Its no good to-night, mate, he ses; and to Gingers great surprise shook ands with im.

No good? ses Ginger, staring.

No, ses Bill; hes in the little back-parlour, like a whelk in is shell; but well ave im sooner or later.

Him? Who? ses Ginger, more puzzled than ever.

Who? ses Bill; why, Webson, the landlord. You dont mean to tell me you aint heard about it?

Heard wot? ses Ginger. I havent card any-thing. Ive been indoors with a bad cold all the week.

Webson and Julia Tucker was married at eleven oclock yesterday morning, ses Bill Lumm, in a hoarse voice. When I think of the way Ive been done, and wot Ive suffered, I feel arf crazy. He won a undered pounds through me, and then got the gal I let myself be disgraced for. I ad an idea some time ago that hed got is eye on her.

Ginger Dick didnt answer im a word. He staggered back and braced imself up agin the wall for a bit, and arter staring at Bill Lumm in a wild way for pretty near three minutes he crawled back to is lodgings and went straight to bed agin.


ODD CHARGES

Seated at his ease in the warm tap-room of the Cauliflower, the stranger had been eating and drinking for some time, apparently unconscious of the presence of the withered ancient who, huddled up in that corner of the settle which was nearer to the fire, fidgeted restlessly with an empty mug and blew with pathetic insistence through a churchwarden pipe which had long been cold. The stranger finished his meal with a sigh of content and then, rising from his chair, crossed over to the settle and, placing his mug on the time-worn table before him, began to fill his pipe.
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The old man took a spill from the table and, holding it with trembling fingers to the blaze, gave him a light. The other thanked him, and then, leaning back in his corner of the settle, watched the smoke of his pipe through half-closed eyes, and assented drowsily to the old mans remarks upon the weather.

Bad time o the year for going about, said the latter, though I spose if you can eat and drink as much as you want it dont matter. I spose you mightnt be a conjurer from London, sir?

The traveller shook his head.

I was oping you might be, said the old man. The other manifested no curiosity.

If you ad been, said the old man, with a sigh, I should ha asked you to ha done something useful. Ginrally speaking, conjurers do things that are no use to anyone; wot I should like to see a conjurer do would be to make this ere empty mug full o beer and this empty pipe full o shag tobacco. Thats wot I should ha made bold to ask you to do if youd been one.

The traveller sighed, and, taking his short briar pipe from his mouth by the bowl, rapped three times upon the table with it. In a very short time a mug of ale and a paper cylinder of shag appeared on the table before the old man.

Wot put me in mind o your being a conjurer, said the latter, filling his pipe after a satisfying draught from the mug, is that youre uncommon like one that come to Claybury some time back and give a performance in this very room where were now a-sitting. So far as looks go, you might be his brother.

The traveller said that he never had a brother.

We didnt know e was a conjurer at fust, said the old man. He ad come down for Wickham Fair and, being a day or two before and, e was going to different villages round about to give performances. He came into the bar ere and ordered a mug o beer, and while e was a-drinking of it stood talking about the weather. Then e asked Bill Chambers to excuse im for taking the liberty, and, putting his and to Bills mug, took out a live frog. Bill was a very partikler man about wot e drunk, and I thought hed ha had a fit. He went on at Smith, the landlord, something shocking, and at last, for the sake o peace and quietness, Smith gave im another pint to make up for it.
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It must ha been asleep in the mug, he ses.

Bill said that e thought e knew who must ha been asleep, and was just going to take a drink, when the conjurer asked im to excuse im agin. Bill put down the mug in a urry, and the conjurer put his and to the mug and took out a dead mouse. It would ha been a ard thing to say which was the most upset, Bill Chambers or Smith, the landlord, and Bill, who was in a terrible state, asked why it was everything seemed to get into his mug.

Praps youre fond o dumb animals, sir, ses the conjurer. Do you appen to notice your coat-pocket is all of a wriggle?

He put his and to Bills pocket and took out a little green snake; then he put his and to Bills trouser-pocket and took out a frog, while pore Bills eyes looked as if they was corning out o their sockets.

Keep still, ses the conjurer; theres a lot more to come yet.

Bill Chambers gave a owl that was dreadful to listen to, and then e pushed the conjurer away and started undressing imself as fast as he could move is fingers. I believe hed ha taken off is shirt if it ad ad pockets in it, and then e stuck is feet close together and e kept jumping into the air, and coming down on to is own clothes in his hobnailed boots.

He aint fond o dumb animals, then, ses the conjurer. Then he put his and on his art and bowed.

Gentlemen all, he ses. Aving given you this specimen of wot I can do, I beg to give notice that with the landlords kind permission I shall give my celebrated conjuring entertainment in the tap-room this evening at seven oclock; ad  mission, three-pence each.

They didnt understand im at fust, but at last they see wot e meant, and arter explaining to Bill, who was still giving little jumps, they led im up into a corner and coaxed im into dressing imself agin. He wanted to fight the conjurer, but e was that tired e could scarcely stand, and by-and-by Smith, who ad said e wouldnt ave anything to do with it, gave way and said hed risk it.

The tap-room was crowded that night, but we all ad to pay threepence each  coining money, I call it. Some o the things wot he done was very clever, but amost from the fust start-off there was unpleasantness. When he asked somebody to lend im a pocket-andkercher to turn into a white rabbit, Henery Walker rushed up and lent im is, but instead of a white rabbit it turned into a black one with two white spots on it, and arter Henery Walker ad sat for some time puzzling over it e got up and went off ome without saying good-night to a soul.

Then the conjurer borrowed Sam Joness hat, and arter looking into it for some time e was that surprised and astonished that Sam Jones lost is temper and asked im whether he adnt seen a hat afore.

Not like this, ses the conjurer. And e pulled out a womans dress and jacket and a pair o boots. Then e took out a pound or two o taters and some crusts o bread and other things, and at last e gave it back to Sam Jones and shook is head at im, and told im if he wasnt very careful hed spoil the shape of it.

Then e asked somebody to lend im a watch, and, arter he ad promised to take the greatest care of it, Dicky Weed, the tailor, lent im a gold watch wot ad been left im by is great-aunt when she died. Dicky Weed thought a great deal o that watch, and when the conjurer took a flat-iron and began to smash it up into little bits it took three men to hold im down in is seat.

This is the most difficult trick o the lot, ses the conjurer, picking off a wheel wot ad stuck to the flat-iron. Sometimes I can do it and sometimes I cant. Last time I tried it it was a failure, and it cost me eighteenpence and a pint o beer afore the gentleman the watch ad belonged to was satisfied. I gave im the bits, too.

If you dont give me my watch back safe and sound, ses Dicky Weed, in a trembling voice, itll cost you twenty pounds.

Ow much? ses the conjurer, with a start. Well, I wish youd told me that afore you lent it to me. Eighteenpence is my price.

He stirred the broken bits up with is finger and shook his ead.

Ive never tried one o these old-fashioned watches afore, he ses. Owever, if I fail, gentle-men, itll be the fust and only trick Ive failed in to-night. You cant expect everything to turn out right, but if I do fail this time, gentlemen, Ill try it agin if anybody elsell lend me another watch.

Dicky Weed tried to speak but couldnt, and e sat there, with is face pale, staring at the pieces of is watch on the conjurers table. Then the conjurer took a big pistol with a trumpet-shaped barrel out of is box, and arter putting in a charge o powder picked up the pieces o watch and rammed them in arter it. We could hear the broken bits grating agin the ramrod, and arter he ad loaded it e walked round and handed it to us to look at.

Its all right, he ses to Dicky Weed; its going to be a success; I could tell in the loading.

He walked back to the other end of the room and held up the pistol.

I shall now fire this pistol, e ses, and in so doing mend the watch. The explosion of the powder makes the bits o glass join together agin; in flying through the air the wheels go round and round collecting all the other parts, and the watch as good as new and ticking away its ardest will be found in the coat-pocket o the gentleman I shoot at.

He pointed the pistol fust at one and then at another, as if e couldnt make up is mind, and none of em seemed to ave much liking for it. Peter Gubbins told im not to shoot at im because he ad a ole in his pocket, and Bill Chambers, when it pointed at im, up and told im to let somebody else ave a turn. The only one that didnt flinch was Bob Pretty, the biggest poacher and the greatest rascal in Claybury. Hed been making fun o the tricks all along, saying out loud that hed seen em all afore  and done better.

Go on, he ses; I aint afraid of you; you cant shoot straight.

The conjurer pointed the pistol at im. Then e pulled the trigger and the pistol went off bang, and the same moment o time Bob Pretty jumped up with a orrible scream, and holding his ands over is eyes danced about as though hed gone mad.

Everybody started up at once and got round im, and asked im wot was the matter; but Bob didnt answer em. He kept on making a dreadful noise, and at last e broke out of the room and, holding is andkercher to is face, ran off ome as ard as he could run.

Youve done it now, mate, ses Bill Chambers to the conjurer. I thought you wouldnt be satisfied till youd done some arm. Youve been and blinded pore Bob Pretty.

Nonsense, ses the conjurer. Hes frightened, thats all.

Frightened! ses Peter Gubbins. Why, you fired Dicky Weeds watch straight into is face.

Rubbish, ses the conjurer; it dropped into is pocket, and hell find it there when e comes to is senses.

Do you mean to tell me that Bob Pretty as gone off with my watch in is pocket? screams Dicky Weed.

I do, ses the other.

Youd better get old of Bob afore e finds it out, Dicky, ses Bill Chambers.

Dicky Weed didnt answer im; he was already running along to Bob Prettys as fast as is legs would take im, with most of us follering behind to see wot appened.
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The door was fastened when we got to it, but Dicky Weed banged away at it as ard as he could bang, and at last the bedroom winder went up and Mrs. Pretty stuck her ead out.

Hsh! she ses, in a whisper. Go away.

I want to see Bob, ses Dicky Weed.

You cant see im, ses Mrs. Pretty. Im getting im to bed. Hes been shot, pore dear. Cant you ear im groaning?

We adnt up to then, but amost direckly arter she ad spoke you could ha heard Bobs groans a mile away. Dreadful, they was.

There, there, pore dear, ses Mrs. Pretty.

Shall I come in and elp you get im to bed? ses Dicky Weed, arf crying.

No, thank you, Mr. Weed, ses Mrs. Pretty. Its very kind of you to offer, but e wouldnt like any hands but mine to touch im. Ill send in and let you know ow he is fust thing in the morning.

Try and get old of the coat, Dicky, ses Bill Chambers, in a whisper. Offer to mend it for im. Its sure to want it.

Well, Im sorry I cant be no elp to you, ses Dicky Weed, but I noticed a rent in Bobs coat and, as es likely to be laid up a bit, it ud be a good opportunity for me to mend it for im. I wont charge im nothing. If you drop it down Ill do it now.

Thankee, ses Mrs. Pretty; if you just wait a moment Ill clear the pockets out and drop it down to you.

She turned back into the bedroom, and Dicky Weed ground is teeth together and told Bill Chambers that the next time he took is advice hed remember it. He stood there trembling all over with temper, and when Mrs. Pretty came to the winder agin and dropped the coat on his ead and said that Bob felt his kindness very much, and he oped Dicky ud make a good job of it, because it was is favrite coat, he couldnt speak. He stood there shaking all over till Mrs. Pretty ad shut the winder down agin, and then e turned to the conjurer, as ad come up with the rest of us, and asked im wot he was going to do about it now.

I tell you hes got the watch, ses the conjurer, pointing up at the winder. It went into is pocket. I saw it go. He was no more shot than you were. If e was, why doesnt he send for the doctor?

I cant elp that, ses Dicky Weed. I want my watch or else twenty pounds.

Well talk it over in a day or two, ses the conjurer. Im giving my celebrated entertainment at Wickham Fair on Monday, but Ill come back ere to the Cauliflower the Saturday before and give another entertainment, and then well see wots to be done. I cant run away, because in any case I cant afford to miss the fair.

Dicky Weed gave way at last and went off ome to bed and told is wife about it, and listening to er advice he got up at six oclock in the morning and went round to see ow Bob Pretty was.

Mrs. Pretty was up when e got there, and arter calling up the stairs to Bob told Dicky Weed to go upstairs. Bob Pretty was sitting up in bed with is face covered in bandages, and he seemed quite pleased to see im.

It aint everybody that ud get up at six oclock to see ow Im getting on, he ses. Youve got a feeling art, Dicky.

Dicky Weed coughed and looked round, wondering whether the watch was in the room, and, if so, where it was hidden.

Now Im ere I may as well tidy up the room for you a bit, he ses, getting up. I dont like sitting idle.

Thankee, mate, ses Bob; and e lay still and watched Dicky Weed out of the corner of the eye that wasnt covered with the bandages.

I dont suppose that room ad ever been tidied up so thoroughly since the Prettys ad lived there, but Dicky Weed couldnt see anything o the watch, and wot made im more angry than anything else was Mrs. Pretty setting down in a chair with er ands folded in her lap and pointing out places that he adnt done.

You leave im alone, ses Bob. He knows wot es arter. Wot did you do with those little bits o watch you found when you was bandaging me up, missis?

Dont ask me, ses Mrs. Pretty. I was in such a state I dont know wot I was doing ardly.

Well, they must be about somewhere, ses Bob. You ave a look for em, Dicky, and if you find em, keep em. They belong to you.

Dicky Weed tried to be civil and thank im, and then he went off ome and talked it over with is wife agin. People couldnt make up their minds whether Bob Pretty ad found the watch in is pocket and was shamming, or whether e was really shot, but they was all quite certain that, whichever way it was, Dicky Weed would never see is watch agin.

On the Saturday evening this ere Cauliflower public-ouse was crowded, everybody being anxious to see the watch trick done over agin. We had eard that it ad been done all right at Cudford and Monksham; but Bob Pretty said as ow hed believe it when e saw it, and not afore.

He was one o the fust to turn up that night, because e said e wanted to know wot the conjurer was going to pay him for all is pain and suffering and having things said about is character. He came in leaning on a stick, with is face still bandaged, and sat right up close to the conjurers table, and watched him as ard as he could as e went through is tricks.

And now, ses the conjurer, at last, I come to my celebrated watch trick. Some of you as wos ere last Tuesday when I did it will remember that the man I fired the pistol at pretended that ed been shot and run off ome with it in is pocket.

Youre a liar! ses Bob Pretty, standing up. Very good, ses the conjurer; you take that bandage off and show us all where youre hurt.

I shall do nothing o the kind, ses Bob. I dont take my orders from you.

Take the bandage off, ses the conjurer, and if theres any shot marks Ill give you a couple o sovereigns.

Im afraid of the air getting to it, ses Bob Pretty.

You dont want to be afraid o that, Bob, ses John Biggs, the blacksmith, coming up behind and putting is great arms round im. Take off that rag, somebody; Ive got hold of im.

Bob Pretty started to struggle at fust, but then, seeing it was no good, kept quite quiet while they took off the bandages.

There! look at im, ses the conjurer, pointing. Not a mark on is face, not one.

Wet! ses Bob Pretty. Do you mean to say theres no marks?

I do, ses the conjurer.

Thank goodness, ses Bob Pretty, clasping his ands. Thank goodness! I was afraid I was disfigured for life. Lend me a bit o looking-glass, somebody. I can ardly believe it.

You stole Dicky Weeds watch, ses John Biggs. I ad my suspicions of you all along. Youre a thief, Bob Pretty. Thats wot you are.

Prove it, ses Bob Pretty. You eard wot the conjurer said the other night, that the last time he tried e failed, and ad to give eighteenpence to the man wot the watch ad belonged to.

That was by way of a joke like, ses the conjurer to John Biggs. I can always do it. Im going to do it now. Will somebody ave the kindness to lend me a watch?

He looked all round the room, but nobody offered  except other mens watches, wot wouldnt lend em.

Come, come, he ses; aint none of you got any trust in me? Itll be as safe as if it was in your pocket. I want to prove to you that this man is a thief.

He asked em agin, and at last John Biggs took out is silver watch and offered it to im on the understanding that e was on no account to fire it into Bob Prettys pocket.

Not likely, ses the conjurer. Now, everybody take a good look at this watch, so as to make sure theres no deceiving.

He anded it round, and arter everybody ad taken a look at it e took it up to the table and laid it down.

Let me ave a look at it, ses Bob Pretty, going up to the table. Im not going to ave my good name took away for nothing if I can elp it.

He took it up and looked at it, and arter olding it to is ear put it down agin.

Is that the flat-iron its going to be smashed with? he ses.

It is, ses the conjurer, looking at im nasty like; praps youd like to examine it.

Bob Pretty took it and looked at it. Yes, mates, he ses, its a ordinary flat-iron. You couldnt ave anything better for smashing a watch with.

He eld it up in the air and, afore anybody could move, brought it down bang on the face o the watch. The conjurer sprang at im and caught at is arm, but it was too late, and in a terrible state o mind e turned round to John Biggs.
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Hes smashed your watch, he ses; hes smashed your watch.

Well, ses John Biggs, it ad got to be smashed, adnt it?

Yes, but not by im, ses the conjurer, dancing about. I wash my ands of it now.

Look ere, ses John Biggs; dont you talk to me about washing your ands of it. You finish your trick and give me my watch back agin same as it was afore.

Not now hes been interfering with it, ses the conjurer. Hed better do the trick now as hes so clever.

Id sooner ave you do it, ses John Biggs. Wot did you let im interfere for?

Ow was I to know wot e was going to do? ses the conjurer. You must settle it between you now. Ill ave nothing more to do with it.

All right, John Biggs, ses Bob Pretty; if e wont do it, I will. If it can be done, I dont spose it matters who does it. I dont think anybody could smash up a watch better than that.

John Biggs looked at it, and then e asked the conjurer once more to do the trick, but e wouldnt.

It cant be done now, he ses; and I warn you that if that pistol is fired I wont be responsible for whatll appen.

George Kettle shall load the pistol and fire it if e wont, ses Bob Pretty. Aving been in the Militia, there couldnt be a better man for the job.

George Kettle walked up to the table as red as fire at being praised like that afore people and started loading the pistol. He seemed to be more awkward about it than the conjurer ad been the last time, and he ad to roll the watch-cases up with the flat-iron afore e could get em in. But e loaded it at last and stood waiting.

Dont shoot at me, George Kettle, ses Bob. Ive been called a thief once, and I dont want to be agin.

Put that pistol down, you fool, afore you do mischief, ses the conjurer.

Who shall I shoot at? ses George Kettle, raising the pistol.

Better fire at the conjurer, I think, ses Bob Pretty; and if things appen as he says they will appen, the watch ought to be found in is coat-pocket.

Where is he? ses George, looking round.

Bill Chambers laid old of im just as he was going through the door to fetch the landlord, and the scream e gave as he came back and George Kettle pointed the pistol at im was awful.
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Its no worse for you than it was for me, ses Bob.

Put it down, screams the conjurer; put it down. Youll kill arf the men in the room if it goes off.

Be careful where you aim, George, ses Sam Jones. Praps hed better ave a chair all by hisself in the middle of the room.

It was all very well for Sam Jones to talk, but the conjurer wouldnt sit on a chair by imself. He wouldnt sit on it at all. He seemed to be all legs and arms, and the way e struggled it took four or five men to old im.

Why dont you keep still? ses John Biggs. George Kettlell shoot it in your pocket all right. Hes the best shot in Claybury.

Help! Murder! says the conjurer, struggling. Hell kill me. Nobody can do the trick but me.

But you say you wont do it, ses John Biggs. Not now, ses the conjurer; I cant.

Well, Im not going to ave my watch lost through want of trying, ses John Biggs. Tie im to the chair, mates.

All right, then, ses the conjurer, very pale. Dont tie me; Ill sit still all right if you like, but youd better bring the chair outside in case of accidents. Bring it in the front.

George Kettle said it was all nonsense, but the conjurer said the trick was always better done in the open air, and at last they gave way and took im and the chair outside.

Now, ses the conjurer, as e sat down, all of you go and stand near the man woes going to shoot. When I say Three, fire. Why! theres the watch on the ground there!

He pointed with is finger, and as they all looked down he jumped up out o that chair and set off on the road to Wickham as ard as e could run. It was so sudden that nobody knew wot ad appened for a moment, and then George Kettle, wot ad been looking with the rest, turned round and pulled the trigger.

There was a bang that pretty nigh deafened us, and the back o the chair was blown nearly out. By the time wed got our senses agin the conjurer was amost out o sight, and Bob Pretty was explaining to John Biggs wot a good job it was is watch adnt been a gold one.

Thats wot comes o trusting a foreigner afore a man wot youve known all your life, he ses, shaking his ead. I ope the next man wot tries to take my good name away wont get off so easy. I felt all along the trick couldnt be done; it stands to reason it couldnt. I done my best, too.


ADMIRAL PETERS

Mr. George Burton, naval pensioner, sat at the door of his lodgings gazing in placid content at the sea. It was early summer, and the air was heavy with the scent of flowers; Mr. Burtons pipe was cold and empty, and his pouch upstairs. He shook his head gently as he realised this, and, yielding to the drowsy quiet of his surroundings, laid aside the useless pipe and fell into a doze.
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He was awakened half an hour later by the sound of footsteps. A tall, strongly built man was approaching from the direction of the town, and Mr. Burton, as he gazed at him sleepily, began to wonder where he had seen him before. Even when the stranger stopped and stood smiling down at him his memory proved unequal to the occasion, and he sat staring at the handsome, shaven face, with its little fringe of grey whisker, waiting for enlightenment.

George, my buck, said the stranger, giving him a hearty slap on the shoulder, how goes it?

D  Bless my eyes, I mean, said Mr. Burton, correcting himself, if it aint Joe Stiles. I didnt know you without your beard.

Thats me, said the other. Its quite by accident I heard where you were living, George; I offered to go and sling my hammock with old Dingle for a week or two, and he told me. Nice quiet little place, Seacombe. Ah, you were lucky to get your pension, George.

I deserved it, said Mr. Burton, sharply, as he fancied he detected something ambiguous in his friends remark.

Of course you did, said Mr. Stiles; so did I, but I didnt get it. Well, its a poor heart that never rejoices. What about that drink you were speaking of, George?

I hardly ever touch anything now, replied his friend.

I was thinking about myself, said Mr. Stiles. I cant bear the stuff, but the doctor says I must have it. You know what doctors are, George!

Mr. Burton did not deign to reply, but led the way indoors.

Very comfortable quarters, George, remarked Mr. Stiles, gazing round the room approvingly; ship-shape and tidy. Im glad I met old Dingle. Why, I might never ha seen you again; and us such pals, too.

His host grunted, and from the back of a small cupboard, produced a bottle of whisky and a glass, and set them on the table. After a momentary hesitation he found another glass.

Our noble selves, said Mr. Stiles, with a tinge of reproach in his tones, and may we never forget old friendships.

Mr. Burton drank the toast. I hardly know what its like now, Joe, he said, slowly. You wouldnt believe how soon you can lose the taste for it.

Mr. Stiles said he would take his word for it. Youve got some nice little public-houses about here, too, he remarked. Theres one I passed called the Cock and Flowerpot; nice cosy little place it would be to spend the evening in.

I never go there, said Mr. Burton, hastily. I  a friend o mine here doesnt approve o public-ouses.

Whats the matter with him? inquired his friend, anxiously.

Its  its a er, said Mr. Burton, in some confusion.

Mr. Stiles threw himself back in his chair and eyed him with amazement. Then, recovering his presence of mind, he reached out his hand for the bottle.

Well drink her health, he said, in a deep voice. Whats her name?

Mrs. Dutton, was the reply.

Mr. Stiles, with one hand on his heart, toasted her feelingly; then, filling up again, he drank to the happy couple.

Shes very strict about drink, said Mr. Burton, eyeing these proceedings with some severity.

Any  dibs? inquired Mr. Stiles, slapping a pocket which failed to ring in response.

Shes comfortable, replied the other, awkwardly. Got a little stationers shop in the town; steady, old-fashioned business. Shes chapel, and very strict.

Just what you want, remarked Mr. Stiles, placing his glass on the table. What dye say to a stroll?

Mr. Burton assented, and, having replaced the black bottle in the cupboard, led the way along the cliffs toward the town some half-mile distant, Mr. Stiles beguiling the way by narrating his adventures since they had last met. A certain swagger and richness of deportment were explained by his statement that he had been on the stage.

Only walking on, he said, with a shake of his head. The only speaking part I ever had was a cough. You ought to ha heard that cough, George!

Mr. Burton politely voiced his regrets and watched him anxiously. Mr. Stiles, shaking his head over a somewhat unsuccessful career, was making a bee-line for the Cock and Flowerpot.

Just for a small soda, he explained, and, once inside, changed his mind and had whisky instead. Mr. Burton, sacrificing principle to friendship, had one with him. The bar more than fulfilled Mr. Stiless ideas as to its cosiness, and within the space of ten minutes he was on excellent terms with the regular clients. Into the little, old-world bar, with its loud-ticking clock, its Windsor-chairs, and its cracked jug full of roses, he brought a breath of the bustle of the great city and tales of the great cities beyond the seas. Refreshment was forced upon him, and Mr. Burton, pleased at his friends success, shared mildly in his reception. It was nine oclock before they departed, and then they only left to please the landlord.

Nice lot o chaps, said Mr. Stiles, as he stumbled out into the sweet, cool air. Catch hold  o my  arm, George. Brace me  up a bit.

Mr. Burton complied, and his friend, reassured as to his footing, burst into song. In a stentorian voice he sang the latest song from comic opera, and then with an adjuration to Mr. Burton to see what he was about, and not to let him trip, he began, in a lumbering fashion, to dance.

Mr. Burton, still propping him up, trod a measure with fewer steps, and cast uneasy glances up the lonely road. On their left the sea broke quietly on the beach below; on their right were one or two scattered cottages, at the doors of which an occasional figure appeared to gaze in mute astonishment at the proceedings.

Dance, George, said Mr. Stiles, who found his friend rather an encumbrance.

Hsh! Stop! cried the frantic Mr. Burton, as he caught sight of a womans figure bidding farewell in a lighted doorway.

Mr. Stiles replied with a stentorian roar, and Mr. Burton, clinging despairingly to his jigging friend lest a worse thing should happen, cast an imploring glance at Mrs. Dutton as they danced by. The evening was still light enough for him to see her face, and he piloted the corybantic Mr. Stiles the rest of the way home in a mood which accorded but ill with his steps.

His manner at breakfast next morning was so offensive that Mr. Stiles, who had risen fresh as a daisy and been out to inhale the air on the cliffs, was somewhat offended.

You go down and see her, he said, anxiously. Dont lose a moment; and explain to her that it was the sea-air acting on an old sunstroke.

She aint a fool, said Mr. Burton, gloomily.

He finished his breakfast in silence, and, leaving the repentant Mr. Stiles sitting in the doorway with a pipe, went down to the widows to make the best explanation he could think of on the way. Mrs. Duttons fresh-coloured face changed as he entered the shop, and her still good eyes regarded him with scornful interrogation.

I  saw you last night, began Mr. Burton, timidly.

I saw you, too, said Mrs. Dutton. I couldnt believe my eyesight at first.

It was an old shipmate of mine, said Mr. Burton. He hadnt seen me for years, and I suppose the sight of me upset im.

I dare say, replied the widow; that and the Cock and Flowerpot, too. I heard about it.

He would go, said the unfortunate.

You neednt have gone, was the reply.

I ad to, said Mr. Burton, with a gulp; he  hes an old officer o mine, and it wouldnt ha been discipline for me to refuse.

Officer? repeated Mrs. Dutton.

My old admiral, said Mr. Burton, with a gulp that nearly choked him. Youve heard me speak of Admiral Peters?

Admiral? gasped the astonished widow.

What, a-carrying on like that?

Hes a reglar old sea-dog, said Mr. Burton. Hes staying with me, but of course e dont want it known who he is. I couldnt refuse to ave a drink with im. I was under orders, so to speak.

No, I suppose not, said Mrs. Dutton, softening. Fancy him staying with you!

He just run down for the night, but I expect hell be going ome in an hour or two, said Mr. Burton, who saw an excellent reason now for hastening his guests departure.

Mrs. Duttons face fell. Dear me, she murmured, I should have liked to have seen him; you have told me so much about him. If he doesnt go quite so soon, and you would like to bring him here when you come to-night, Im sure I should be very pleased.

Ill mention it to im, said Mr. Burton, marvelling at the change in her manner.

Didnt you say once that he was uncle to Lord Buckfast? inquired Mrs. Dutton, casually.

Yes, said Mr. Burton, with unnecessary doggedness; I did.

The idea of an admiral staying with you! said Mrs. Dutton.

Reglar old sea-dog, said Mr. Burton again; and, besides, he dont want it known. Its a secret between us three, Mrs. Dutton.

To be sure, said the widow. You can tell the admiral that I shall not mention it to a soul, she added, mincingly.

Mr. Burton thanked her and withdrew, lest Mr. Stiles should follow him up before apprised of his sudden promotion. He found that gentleman, however, still sitting at the front door, smoking serenely.

Ill stay with you for a week or two, said Mr. Stiles, briskly, as soon as the other had told his story. Itll do you a world o good to be seen on friendly terms with an admiral, and Ill put in a good word for you.

Mr. Burton shook his head. No, she might find out, he said, slowly. I think that the best thing is for you to go home after dinner, Joe, and just give er a look in on the way, praps. You could say a lot o things about me in arf an hour.

No, George, said Mr. Stiles, beaming on him kindly; when I put my hand to the plough I dont draw back. Its a good speaking part, too, an admirals. I wonder whether I might use old Peterss language.

Certainly not, said Mr. Burton, in alarm.

You dont know how particular she is.

Mr. Stiles sighed, and said that he would do the best he could without it. He spent most of the day on the beach smoking, and when evening came shaved himself with extreme care and brushed his serge suit with great perseverance in preparation for his visit.

Mr. Burton performed the ceremony of introduction with some awkwardness; Mr. Stiles was affecting a stateliness of manner which was not without distinction; and Mrs. Dutton, in a black silk dress and the cameo brooch which had belonged to her mother, was no less important. Mr. Burton had an odd feeling of inferiority.
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Its a very small place to ask you to, Admiral Peters, said the widow, offering him a chair.

Its comfortable, maam, said Mr. Stiles, looking round approvingly. Ah, you should see some of the palaces Ive been in abroad; all show and no comfort. Not a decent chair in the place. And, as for the antimacassars  

Are you making a long stay, Admiral Peters? inquired the delighted widow.

It depends, was the reply. My intention was just to pay a flying visit to my honest old friend Burton here  best man in my squadron  but he is so hospitable, hes been pressing me to stay for a few weeks.

But the admiral says he must get back to-morrow morning, interposed Mr. Burton, firmly.

Unless I have a letter at breakfast-time, Burton, said Mr. Stiles, serenely.

Mr. Burton favoured him with a mutinous scowl.

Oh, I do hope you will, said Mrs. Dutton.

I have a feeling that I shall, said Mr. Stiles, crossing glances with his friend. The only thing is my people; they want me to join them at Lord Tuftons place.

Mrs. Dutton trembled with delight at being in the company of a man with such friends. What a change shore-life must be to you after the perils of the sea! she murmured.

Ah! said Mr. Stiles. True! True!

The dreadful fighting, said Mrs. Dutton, closing her eyes and shuddering.

You get used to it, said the hero, simply. Hottest time I had I think was at the bombardment of Alexandria. I stood alone. All the men who hadnt been shot down had fled, and the shells were bursting round me like  like fireworks.

The widow clasped her hands and shuddered again.

I was standing just behind im, waiting any orders he might give, said Mr. Burton.

Were you? said Mr. Stiles, sharply were you? I dont remember it, Burton.

Why, said Mr. Burton, with a faint laugh, I was just behind you, sir. If you remember, sir, I said to you that it was pretty hot work.

Mr. Stiles affected to consider. No, Burton, he said, bluffly no; so far as my memory goes I was the only man there.

A bit of a shell knocked my cap off, sir, persisted Mr. Burton, making laudable efforts to keep his temper.

Thatll do, my man, said the other, sharply; not another word. You forget yourself.

He turned to the widow and began to chat about his people again to divert her attention from Mr. Burton, who seemed likely to cause unpleasantness by either bursting a blood-vessel or falling into a fit.

My people have heard of Burton, he said, with a slight glance to see how that injured gentleman was progressing. He has often shared my dangers. We have been in many tight places together. Do you remember those two nights when we were hidden in the chimney at the palace of the Sultan of Zanzibar, Burton?

I should think I do, said Mr. Burton, recovering somewhat.

Stuck so tight we could hardly breathe, continued the other.

I shall never forget it as long as I live, said Mr. Burton, who thought that the other was trying to make amends for his recent indiscretion.

Oh, do tell me about it, Admiral Peters, cried Mrs. Dutton.

Surely Burton has told you that? said Mr. Stiles.

Never breathed a word of it, said the widow, gazing somewhat reproachfully at the discomfited Mr. Burton.

Well, tell it now, Burton, said Mr. Stiles.

You tell it better than I do, sir, said the other.

No, no, said Mr. Stiles, whose powers of invention were not always to be relied upon. You tell it; its your story.

The widow looked from one to the other. Its your story, sir, said Mr. Burton.

No, I wont tell it, said Mr. Stiles. It wouldnt be fair to you, Burton. Id forgotten that when I spoke. Of course, you were young at the time, still  

I done nothing that Im ashamed of, sir, said Mr. Burton, trembling with passion.

I think its very hard if Im not to hear it, said Mrs. Dutton, with her most fascinating air.

Mr. Stiles gave her a significant glance, and screwing up his lips nodded in the direction of Mr. Burton.

At any rate, you were in the chimney with me, sir, said that unfortunate.

Ah! said the other, severely. But what was I there for, my man?

Mr. Burton could not tell him; he could only stare at him in a frenzy of passion and dismay.

What were you there for, Admiral Peters? inquired Mrs. Dutton.

I was there, maam, said the unspeakable Mr. Stiles, slowly I was there to save the life of Burton. I never deserted my men  never. Whatever scrapes they got into I always did my best to get them out. News was brought to me that Burton was suffocating in the chimney of the Sultans favourite wife, and I  

Sultans favourite wife! gasped Mrs. Dutton, staring hard at Mr. Burton, who had collapsed in his chair and was regarding the ingenious Mr. Stiles with open-mouthed stupefaction. Good gracious! I  I never heard of such a thing. I am surprised!

So am I, said Mr. Burton, thickly. I  I

How did you escape, Admiral Peters? inquired the widow, turning from the flighty Burton in indignation.

Mr. Stiles shook his head. To tell you that would be to bring the French Consul into it, he said, gently. I oughtnt to have mentioned the subject at all. Burton had the good sense not to.

The widow murmured acquiescence, and stole a look at the prosaic figure of the latter gentleman which was full of scornful curiosity. With some diffidence she invited the admiral to stay to supper, and was obviously delighted when he accepted.

In the character of admiral Mr. Stiles enjoyed himself amazingly, his one regret being that no discriminating theatrical manager was present to witness his performance. His dignity increased as the evening wore on, and from good-natured patronage of the unfortunate Burton he progressed gradually until he was shouting at him. Once, when he had occasion to ask Mr. Burton if he intended to contradict him, his appearance was so terrible that his hostess turned pale and trembled with excitement.

Mr. Burton adopted the air for his own use as soon as they were clear of Mrs. Duttons doorstep, and in good round terms demanded of Mr. Stiles what he meant by it.

It was a difficult part to play, George, responded his friend. We ought to have rehearsed it a bit. I did the best I could.

Best you could? stormed Mr. Burton. Telling lies and ordering me about?

I had to play the part without any preparation, George, said the other, firmly. You got yourself into the difficulty by saying that I was the admiral in the first place. Ill do better next time we go.

Mr. Burton, with a nasty scowl, said that there was not going to be any next time, but Mr. Stiles smiled as one having superior information. Deaf first to hints and then to requests to seek his pleasure elsewhere, he stayed on, and Mr. Burton was soon brought to realise the difficulties which beset the path of the untruthful.

The very next visit introduced a fresh complication, it being evident to the most indifferent spectator that Mr. Stiles and the widow were getting on very friendly terms. Glances of unmistakable tenderness passed between them, and on the occasion of the third visit Mr. Burton sat an amazed and scandalised spectator of a flirtation of the most pronounced description. A despairing attempt on his part to lead the conversation into safer and, to his mind, more becoming channels only increased his discomfiture. Neither of them took any notice of it, and a minute later Mr. Stiles called the widow a saucy little baggage, and said that she reminded him of the Duchess of Marford.
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I used to think she was the most charming woman in England, he said, meaningly.

Mrs. Dutton simpered and looked down; Mr. Stiles moved his chair a little closer to her, and then glanced thoughtfully at his friend.

Burton, he said.

Sir, snapped the other.

Run back and fetch my pipe for me, said Mr. Stiles. I left it on the mantelpiece.

Mr. Burton hesitated, and, the widow happening to look away, shook his fist at his superior officer.

Look sharp, said Mr. Stiles, in a peremptory voice.

Im very sorry, sir, said Mr. Burton, whose wits were being sharpened by misfortune, but I broke it.

Broke it? repeated the other.

Yes, sir, said Mr. Burton. I knocked it on the floor and trod on it by accident; smashed it to powder.

Mr. Stiles rated him roundly for his carelessness, and asked him whether he knew that it was a present from the Italian Ambassador.

Burton was always a clumsy man, he said, turning to the widow. He had the name for it when he was on the Destruction with me; Bungling Burton they called him.

He divided the rest of the evening between flirting and recounting various anecdotes of Mr. Burton, none of which were at all flattering either to his intelligence or to his sobriety, and the victim, after one or two futile attempts at contradiction, sat in helpless wrath as he saw the infatuation of the widow. They were barely clear of the house before his pent-up emotions fell in an avalanche of words on the faithless Mr. Stiles.

I cant help being good-looking, said the latter, with a smirk.

Your good looks wouldnt hurt anybody, said Mr. Burton, in a grating voice; its the admiral business that fetches her. Its turned er head.

Mr. Stiles smiled. Shell say snap to my snip any time, he remarked. And remember, George, therell always be a knife and fork laid for you when you like to come.

I dessay, retorted Mr. Burton, with a dreadful sneer. Only as it happens Im going to tell er the truth about you first thing to-morrow morning. If I cant have er you shant.

Thatll spoil your chance, too, said Mr. Stiles. Shed never forgive you for fooling her like that. It seems a pity neither of us should get her.

Youre a sarpent, exclaimed Mr. Burton, savagely a sarpent that Ive warmed in my bosom and  

Theres no call to be indelicate, George, said Mr. Stiles, reprovingly, as he paused at the door of the house. Lets sit down and talk it over quietly.

Mr. Burton followed him into the room and, taking a chair, waited.

Its evident shes struck with me, said Mr. Stiles, slowly; its also evident that if you tell her the truth it might spoil my chances. I dont say it would, but it might. That being so, Im agreeable to going back without seeing her again by the six-forty train to-morrow morning if its made worth my while.

Made worth your while? repeated the other.

Certainly, said the unblushing Mr. Stiles. Shes not a bad-looking woman  for her age  and its a snug little business.

Mr. Burton, suppressing his choler, affected to ponder. If arf a sovereign he said, at last.

Half a fiddlestick! said the other, impatiently. I want ten pounds. Youve just drawn your pension, and, besides, youve been a saving man all your life.

Ten pounds? gasped the other. Dye think Ive got a gold-mine in the back garden?

Mr. Stiles leaned back in his chair and crossed his feet. I dont go for a penny less, he said, firmly. Ten pounds and my ticket back. If you call me any more o those names Ill make it twelve.

And what am I to explain to Mrs. Dutton? demanded Mr. Burton, after a quarter of an hours altercation.

Anything you like, said his generous friend. Tell her Im engaged to my cousin, and our marriage keeps being put off and off on account of my eccentric behaviour. And you can say that that was caused by a splinter of a shell striking my head. Tell any lies you like; I shall never turn up again to contradict them. If she tries to find out things about the admiral, remind her that she promised to keep his visit here secret.

For over an hour Mr. Burton sat weighing the advantages and disadvantages of this proposal, and then  Mr. Stiles refusing to seal the bargain without  shook hands upon it and went off to bed in a state of mind hovering between homicide and lunacy.

He was up in good time next morning, and, returning the shortest possible answers to the remarks of Mr. Stiles, who was in excellent feather, went with him to the railway station to be certain of his departure.

It was a delightful morning, cool and bright, and, despite his misfortunes. Mr. Burtons spirits began to rise as he thought of his approaching deliverance. Gloom again overtook him at the booking-office, where the unconscionable Mr. Stiles insisted firmly upon a first-class ticket.

Who ever heard of an admiral riding third? he demanded, indignantly.

But they dont know youre an admiral, urged Mr. Burton, trying to humour him.

No; but I feel like one, said Mr. Stiles, slapping his pocket. Ive always felt curious to see what it feels like travelling first-class; besides, you can tell Mrs. Dutton.

I could tell er that in any case, returned Mr. Burton.

Mr. Stiles looked shocked, and, time pressing, Mr. Burton, breathing so hard that it impeded his utterance, purchased a first-class ticket and conducted him to the carriage. Mr. Stiles took a seat by the window and lolling back put his foot up on the cushions opposite. A large bell rang and the carriage-doors were slammed.

Good-bye, George, said the traveller, putting his head to the window. Ive enjoyed my visit very much.

Good riddance, said Mr. Burton, savagely.
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Mr. Stiles shook his head. Im letting you off easy, he said, slowly. If it hadnt ha been for one little thing Id have had the widow myself.

What little thing? demanded the other, as the train began to glide slowly out.

My wife, said Mr. Stiles, as a huge smile spread slowly over his face. Good-bye, George, and dont forget to give my love when you go round.
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Every sailorman grumbles about the sea, said the night-watchman, thoughtfully. Its human nature to grumble, and I spose they keep on grumbling and sticking to it because there aint much else they can do. Theres not many shore-going berths that a sailorman is fit for, and those that they are  such as a night-watchmans, for instance  wants such a good character that theres few as are to equal it.

Sometimes they get things to do ashore. I knew one man that took up butchering, and e did very well at it till the police took him up. Another man I knew gave up the sea to marry a washerwoman, and they hadnt been married six months afore she died, and back he ad to go to sea agin, pore chap.

A man who used to grumble awful about the sea was old Sam Small  a man Ive spoke of to you before. To hear im go on about the sea, arter he ad spent four or five months money in a fortnight, was artbreaking. He used to ask us wot was going to happen to im in his old age, and when we pointed out that he wouldnt be likely to ave any old age if he wasnt more careful of imself he used to fly into a temper and call us everything e could lay his tongue to.

One time when e was ashore with Peter Russet and Ginger Dick he seemed to ave got it on the brain. He started being careful of is money instead o spending it, and three mornings running he bought a newspaper and read the advertisements, to see whether there was any comfortable berth for a strong, good-arted man wot didnt like work.

He actually went arter one situation, and, if it hadnt ha been for seventy-nine other men, he said he believed hed ha had a good chance of getting it. As it was, all e got was a black eye for shoving another man, and for a day or two he was so down-arted that e was no company at all for the other two.

For three or four days e went out by imself, and then, all of a sudden, Ginger Dick and Peter began to notice a great change in him. He seemed to ave got quite cheerful and appy. He answered em back pleasant when they spoke to im, and one night he lay in is bed whistling comic songs until Ginger and Peter Russet ad to get out o bed to him. When he bought a new necktie and a smart cap and washed imself twice in one day they fust began to ask each other wot was up, and then they asked him.

Up? ses Sam; nothing.

Hes in love, ses Peter Russet.

Youre a liar, ses Sam, without turning round.

Hell ave it bad at is age, ses Ginger.

Sam didnt say nothing, but he kept fidgeting about as though ed got something on his mind. Fust he looked out o the winder, then he ummed a tune, and at last, looking at em very fierce, he took a tooth-brush wrapped in paper out of is pocket and began to clean is teeth.

He is in love, ses Ginger, as soon as he could speak.

Or else es gorn mad, ses Peter, watching im. Which is it, Sam?

Sam made believe that he couldnt answer im because o the tooth-brush, and arter hed finished he ad such a raging toothache that e sat in a corner holding is face and looking the pictur o misery. They couldnt get a word out of him till they asked im to go out with them, and then he said e was going to bed. Twenty minutes arterwards, when Ginger Dick stepped back for is pipe, he found he ad gorn.

He tried the same game next night, but the other two wouldnt ave it, and they stayed in so long that at last e lost is temper, and, arter wondering wot Gingers father and mother could ha been a-thinking about, and saying that he believed Peter Russet ad been changed at birth for a sea-sick monkey, he put on is cap and went out. Both of em follered im sharp, but when he led em to a mission-hall, and actually went inside, they left im and went off on their own.

They talked it over that night between themselves, and next evening they went out fust and hid themselves round the corner. Ten minutes arterwards old Sam came out, walking as though e was going to catch a train; and smiling to think ow he ad shaken them off. At the corner of Commercial Road he stopped and bought imself a button-hole for is coat, and Ginger was so surprised that e pinched Peter Russet to make sure that he wasnt dreaming.

Old Sam walked straight on whistling, and every now and then looking down at is button-hole, until by-and-by he turned down a street on the right and went into a little shop. Ginger Dick and Peter waited for im at the corner, but he was inside for so long that at last they got tired o waiting and crept up and peeped through the winder.

It was a little tobacconists shop, with newspapers and penny toys and such-like; but, as far as Ginger could see through two rows o pipes and the Police News, it was empty. They stood there with their noses pressed against the glass for some time, wondering wot had appened to Sam, but by-and-by a little boy went in and then they began to ave an idea wot Sams little game was.

As the shop-bell went the door of a little parlour at the back of the shop opened, and a stout and uncommon good-looking woman of about forty came out. Her ead pushed the Police News out o the way and her and came groping into the winder arter a toy.

Ginger ad a good look at er out o the corner of one eye, while he pretended to be looking at a tobacco-jar with the other. As the little boy came out im and Peter Russet went in.

I want a pipe, please, he ses, smiling at er; a clay pipe  one o your best. The woman handed im down a box to choose from, and just then Peter, wot ad been staring in at the arf-open door at a boot wot wanted lacing up, gave a big start and ses, Why! Halloa!

Wots the matter? ses the woman, looking at im.

Id know that foot anywhere, ses Peter, still staring at it; and the words was hardly out of is mouth afore the foot ad moved itself away and tucked itself under its chair. Why, thats my dear old friend Sam Small, aint it?

Do you know the captin? ses the woman, smiling at im.

Cap  ? ses Peter. Cap  ? Oh, yes; why, hes the biggest friend Ive got. Ow strange! ses the woman.

Weve been wanting to see im for some time, ses Ginger. He was kind enough to lend me arf a crown the other day, and Ive been wanting to pay im.

Captin Small, ses the woman, pushing open the door, heres some old friends o yours.

Old Sam turned is face round and looked at em, and if looks could ha killed, as the saying is, theyd ha been dead men there and then.

Oh, yes, he ses, in a choking voice; ow are you?

Pretty well, thank you, captin, ses Ginger, grinning at im; and ows yourself arter all this long time?

He held out is hand and Sam shook it, and then shook ands with Peter Russet, who was grinning so ard that he couldnt speak.

These are two old friends o mine, Mrs. Finch, ses old Sam, giving em a warning look; Captin Dick and Captin Russet, two o the oldest and best friends a man ever ad.

Captin Dick as got arf a crown for you, ses Peter Russet, still grinning.

There now, ses Ginger, looking vexed, if I aint been and forgot it; Ive ony got arf a sovereign.

I can give you change, sir, ses Mrs. Finch. Praps youd like to sit down for five minutes?

Ginger thanked er, and im and Peter Russet took a chair apiece in front o the fire and began asking old Sam about is ealth, and wot hed been doing since they saw im last.

Fancy your reckernizing his foot, ses Mrs. Finch, coming in with the change.

Id know it anywhere, ses Peter, who was watching Ginger pretending to give Sam Small the arf-dollar, and Sam pretending in a most lifelike manner to take it.

Ginger Dick looked round the room. It was a comfortable little place, with pictures on the walls and antimacassars on all the chairs, and a row of pink vases on the mantelpiece. Then e looked at Mrs. Finch, and thought wot a nice-looking woman she was.

This is nicer than being aboard ship with a crew o nasty, troublesome sailormen to look arter, Captin Small, he ses.

Its wonderful the way he manages em, ses Peter Russet to Mrs. Finch. Like a lion he is.

A roaring lion, ses Ginger, looking at Sam. He dont know wot fear is.

Sam began to smile, and Mrs. Finch looked at im so pleased that Peter Russet, who ad been looking at er and the room, and thinking much the same way as Ginger, began to think that they was on the wrong tack.

Afore e got stout and old, he ses, shaking his ead, there wasnt a smarter skipper afloat.

We all ave our day, ses Ginger, shaking his ead too.

I dessay hes good for another year or two afloat, yet, ses Peter Russet, considering. With care, ses Ginger.

Old Sam was going to say something, but e stopped himself just in time. They will ave their joke, he ses, turning to Mrs. Finch and trying to smile. I feel as young as ever I did.

Mrs. Finch said that anybody with arf an eye could see that, and then she looked at a kettle that was singing on the ob.

I spose you gentlemen wouldnt care for a cup o cocoa? she ses, turning to them.

Ginger Dick and Peter both said that they liked it better than anything else, and, arter she ad got out the cups and saucers and a tin o cocoa, Ginger held the kettle and poured the water in the cups while she stirred them, and old Sam sat looking on elpless.

It does seem funny to see you drinking cocoa, captin, ses Ginger, as old Sam took his cup.

Ho! ses Sam, firing up; and why, if I might make so bold as to ask?

Cos Ive generally seen you drinking something out of a bottle, ses Ginger.

Now, look ere, ses Sam, starting up and spilling some of the hot cocoa over is lap.

A ginger-beer bottle, ses Peter Russet, making faces at Ginger to keep quiet.

Yes, o course, thats wot I meant, ses Ginger.

Old Sam wiped the cocoa off is knees without saying a word, but his weskit kept going up and down till Peter Russet felt quite sorry for im.

Theres nothing like it, he ses to Mrs. Finch. It was by sticking to ginger-beer and milk and such-like that Captain Small ad command of a ship afore e was twenty-five.

Lor! ses Mrs. Finch.

She smiled at old Sam till Peter got uneasy agin, and began to think praps ed been praising im too much.

Of course, Im speaking of long ago now, he ses.

Years and years afore you was born, maam, ses Ginger.

Old Sam was going to say something, but Mrs. Finch looked so pleased that e thought better of it. Some o the cocoa e was drinking went the wrong way, and then Ginger patted im on the back and told im to be careful not to bring on is brownchitis agin. Wot with temper and being afraid to speak for fear they should let Mrs. Finch know that e wasnt a captin, he could ardly bear imself, but he very near broke out when Peter Russet advised im to ave his weskit lined with red flannel. They all stayed on till closing time, and by the time they left they ad made theirselves so pleasant that Mrs. Finch said shed be pleased to see them any time they liked to look in.

Sam Small waited till they ad turned the corner, and then he broke out so alarming that they could ardly do anything with im. Twice policemen spoke to im and advised im to go home afore they altered their minds; and he ad to hold imself in and keep quiet while Ginger and Peter Russet took is arms and said they were seeing him ome.

He started the row agin when they got in-doors, and sat up in is bed smacking is lips over the things hed like to ave done to them if he could. And then, arter saying ow hed like to see Ginger boiled alive like a lobster, he said he knew that e was a noble-arted feller who wouldnt try and cut an old pal out, and that it was a case of love at first sight on top of a tram-car.

Shes too young for you, ses Ginger; and too good-looking besides.

Its the nice little bisness hes fallen in love with, Ginger, ses Peter Russet. Ill toss you who as it.

Ginger, who was siting on the foot o Sams bed, said no at fust, but arter a time he pulled out arf a dollar and spun it in the air.

That was the last e see of it, although he ad Sam out o bed and all the clothes stripped off of it twice. He spent over arf an hour on his ands and knees looking for it, and Sam said when he was tired of playing bears praps hed go to bed and get to sleep like a Christian.

They ad it all over agin next morning, and at last, as nobody would agree to keep quiet and let the others ave a fair chance, they made up their minds to let the best man win. Ginger Dick bought a necktie that took all the colour out o Sams, and Peter Russet went in for a collar so big that e was lost in it.

They all strolled into the widows shop separate that night. Ginger Dick ad smashed his pipe and wanted another; Peter Russet wanted some tobacco; and old Sam Small walked in smiling, with a little silver brooch for er, that he said e had picked up.

It was a very nice brooch, and Mrs. Finch was so pleased with it that Ginger and Peter sat there as mad as they could be because they adnt thought of the same thing.

Captain Small is very lucky at finding things, ses Ginger, at last.

Hes got the name for it, ses Peter Russet.

Its a handy abit, ses Ginger; it saves spending money. Who did you give that gold bracelet to you picked up the other night, captin? he ses, turning to Sam.

Gold bracelet? ses Sam. I didnt pick up no gold bracelet. Wot are you talking about?

All right, captin; no offence, ses Ginger, holding up his and. I dreamt I saw one on your mantelpiece, I spose. Praps I oughtnt to ha said anything about it.

Old Sam looked as though hed like to eat im, especially as he noticed Mrs. Finch listening and pretending not to. Oh! that one, he ses, arter a bit o hard thinking. Oh! I found out who it belonged to. You wouldnt believe ow pleased they was at getting it back agin.

Ginger Dick coughed and began to think as ow old Sam was sharper than he ad given im credit for, but afore he could think of anything else to say Mrs. Finch looked at old Sam and began to talk about is ship, and to say ow much she should like to see over it.

I wish I could take you, ses Sam, looking at the other two out o the corner of his eye, but my ships over at Dunkirk, in France. Ive just run over to London for a week or two to look round.

And mines there too, ses Peter Russet, speaking amost afore old Sam ad finished; side by side they lay in the harbour.

Oh, dear, ses Mrs. Finch, folding her ands and shaking her cad. I should like to go over a ship one arternoon. Id quite made up my mind to it, knowing three captins.

She smiled and looked at Ginger; and Sam and Peter looked at im too, wondering whether he was going to berth his ship at Dunkirk alongside o theirs.

Ah, I wish I ad met you a fortnight ago, ses Ginger, very sad. I gave up my ship, the High flyer, then, and Im waiting for one my owners are aving built for me at New-castle. They said the High flyer wasnt big enough for me. She was a nice little ship, though. I believe Ive got er picture somewhere about me!

He felt in is pocket and pulled out a little, crumpled-up photograph of a ship hed been fireman aboard of some years afore, and showed it to er.

Thats me standing on the bridge, he ses, pointing out a little dot with the stem of is pipe.

Its your figger, ses Mrs. Finch, straining her eyes. I should know it anywhere.

Youve got wonderful eyes, maam, ses old Sam, choking with is pipe.

Anybody can see that, ses Ginger. Theyre the largest and the bluest Ive ever seen.

Mrs. Finch told im not to talk nonsense, but both Sam and Peter Russet could see ow pleased she was.

Truth is truth, ses Ginger. Im a plain man, and I speak my mind.

Blue is my favrit colour, ses old Sam, in a tender voice. True blue.

Peter Russet began to feel out of it. I thought brown was, he ses.

Ho! ses Sam, turning on im; and why?

I ad my reasons, ses Peter, nodding, and shutting is mouth very firm.

I thought brown was is favrit colour too, ses Ginger. I dont know why. Its no use asking me; because if you did I couldnt tell you.

Browns a very nice colour, ses Mrs. Finch, wondering wot was the matter with old Sam.

Blue, ses Ginger; big blue eyes  theyre the ones for me. Other people may ave their blacks and their browns, he ses, looking at Sam and Peter Russet, but give me blue.

They went on like that all the evening, and every time the shop-bell went and the widow ad to go out to serve a customer they said in wispers wot they thought of each other; and once when she came back rather sudden Ginger ad to explain to er that e was showing Peter Russet a scratch on his knuckle.

Ginger Dick was the fust there next night, and took er a little chiney teapot he ad picked up dirt cheap because it was cracked right acrost the middle; but, as he explained that he ad dropped it in hurrying to see er, she was just as pleased. She stuck it up on the mantelpiece, and the things she said about Gingers kindness and generosity made Peter Russet spend good money that he wanted for imself on a painted flower-pot next evening.

With three men all courting er at the same time Mrs. Finch had er hands full, but she took to it wonderful considering. She was so nice and kind to em all that even arter a weeks ard work none of em was really certain which she liked best.

They took to going in at odd times o the day for tobacco and such-like. They used to go alone then, but they all met and did the polite to each other there of an evening, and then quarrelled all the way ome.

Then all of a sudden, without any warning, Ginger Dick and Peter Russet left off going there. The fust evening Sam sat expecting them every minute, and was so surprised that he couldnt take any advantage of it; but on the second, beginning by squeezing Mrs. Finchs and at ha-past seven, he ad got best part of his arm round er waist by a quarter to ten. He didnt do more that night because she told him to beave imself, and threatened to scream if he didnt leave off.

He was arf-way home afore e thought of the reason for Ginger Dick and Peter Russet giving up, and then he went along smiling to imself to such an extent that people thought e was mad. He went off to sleep with the smile still on is lips, and when Peter and Ginger came in soon arter closing time and e woke up and asked them where theyd been, e was still smiling.

I didnt ave the pleasure o seeing you at Mrs. Finchs to-night, he ses.

No, ses Ginger, very short. We got tired of it.

So unealthy sitting in that stuffy little room every evening, ses Peter.

Old Sam put his ead under the bedclothes and laughed till the bed shook; and every now and then hed put his ead out and look at Peter and Ginger and laugh agin till he choked.

I see ow it is, he ses, sitting up and wiping his eyes on the sheet. Well, we cant all win.

Wot dye mean? ses Ginger, very disagreeable.

She wouldnt ave you, Sam, thats wot I mean. And I dont wonder at it. I wouldnt ave you if I was a gal.

Youre dreaming, ses Peter Russet, sneering at im.

That flower-pot o yoursll come in handy, ses Sam, thinking ow he ad put is arm round the widows waist; and I thank you kindly for the teapot, Ginger.

You dont mean to say as youve asked er to marry you? ses Ginger, looking at Peter Russet.

Not quite; but Im going to, ses Sam, and Ill bet you even arf-crowns she ses yes.

Ginger wouldnt take im, and no more would Peter, not even when he raised it to five shillings; and the vain way old Sam lay there boasting and talking about is way with the gals made em both feel ill.

I wouldnt ave her if she asked me on er bended knees, ses Ginger, holding up his ead.

Nor me, ses Peter. Youre welcome to er, Sam. When I think of the evenings Ive wasted over a fat old woman I feel  

Thatll do, ses old Sam, very sharp; that aint the way to speak of a lady, even if she as said no.

All right, Sam, ses Ginger. You go in and win if you think youre so precious clever.

Old Sam said that that was wot e was going to do, and he spent so much time next morning making imself look pretty that the other two could ardly be civil to him.

He went off amost direckly arter breakfast, and they didnt see im agin till twelve oclock that night. He ad brought a bottle o whisky in with im, and he was so appy that they see plain wot had appened.

She said yes at two oclock in the arternoon, ses old Sam, smiling, arter they had ad a glass apiece. Id nearly done the trick at one oclock, and then the shop-bell went, and I ad to begin all over agin. Still, it wasnt unpleasant.

Do you mean to tell us youve asked er to marry you? ses Ginger, olding out is glass to be filled agin.

I do, ses Sam; but I ope theres no ill-feeling. You never ad a chance, neither of you; she told me so.

Ginger Dick and Peter Russet stared at each other.

She said she ad been in love with me all along, ses Sam, filling their glasses agin to cheer em up. We went out arter tea and bought the engagement-ring, and then she got somebody to mind the shop and we went to the Pagoda music-all.

I ope you didnt pay much for the ring, Sam, ses Ginger, who always got very kind-arted arter two or three glasses o whisky. If Id known you was going to be in such a hurry I might ha told you before.

We ought to ha done, ses Peter, shaking his ead.

Told me? ses Sam, staring at em. Told me wot?

Why me and Peter gave it up, ses Ginger; but, o course, praps you dont mind.

Mind wot? ses Sam.

Its wonderful ow quiet she kept it, ses Peter.

Old Sam stared at em agin, and then he asked em to speak in plain English wot theyd got to say, and not to go taking away the character of a woman wot wasnt there to speak up for herself.

Its nothing agin er character, ses Ginger. Its a credit to her, looked at properly, ses Peter Russet.

And Samll ave the pleasure of bringing of em up, ses Ginger.

Bringing of em up? ses Sam, in a trembling voice and turning pale; bringing who up?

Why, er children, ses Ginger. Didnt she tell you? Shes got nine of em.

Sam pretended not to believe em at fust, and said they was jealous; but next day he crept down to the greengrocers shop in the same street, where Ginger had appened to buy some oranges one day, and found that it was only too true. Nine children, the eldest of em only fifteen, was staying with diffrent relations owing to scarlet-fever next door.

Old Sam crept back ome like a man in a dream, with a bag of oranges he didnt want, and, arter making a present of the engagement-ring to Ginger  if e could get it  he took the fust train to Tilbury and signed on for a vyge to China.


THE BOATSWAINS MATE
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Mr. George Benn, retired boat-swain, sighed noisily, and with a despondent gesture, turned to the door and stood with the handle in his hand; Mrs. Waters, sitting behind the tiny bar in a tall Windsor-chair, eyed him with some heat.

My feelingsll never change, said the boatswain.

Nor mine either, said the landlady, sharply. Its a strange thing, Mr. Benn, but you always ask me to marry you after the third mug.

Its only to get my courage up, pleaded the boatswain. Next time Ill do it afore I ave a drop; thatll prove to you Im in earnest.

He stepped outside and closed the door before the landlady could make a selection from the many retorts that crowded to her lips.

After the cool bar, with its smell of damp saw-dust, the road seemed hot and dusty; but the boatswain, a prey to gloom natural to a man whose hand has been refused five times in a fortnight, walked on unheeding. His steps lagged, but his brain was active.

He walked for two miles deep in thought, and then coming to a shady bank took a seat upon an inviting piece of turf and lit his pipe. The heat and the drowsy hum of bees made him nod; his pipe hung from the corner of his mouth, and his eyes closed.

He opened them at the sound of approaching footsteps, and, feeling in his pocket for matches, gazed lazily at the intruder. He saw a tall man carrying a small bundle over his shoulder, and in the erect carriage, the keen eyes, and bronzed face had little difficulty in detecting the old soldier.

The stranger stopped as he reached the seated boatswain and eyed him pleasantly.

Got a pipe o baccy, mate? he inquired.

The boatswain handed him the small metal box in which he kept that luxury.

Lobster, aint you? he said, affably.

The tall man nodded. Was, he replied. Now Im my own commander-in-chief.

Padding it? suggested the boatswain, taking the box from him and refilling his pipe.

The other nodded, and with the air of one disposed to conversation dropped his bundle in the ditch and took a seat beside him. Ive got plenty of time, he remarked.

Mr. Benn nodded, and for a while smoked on in silence. A dim idea which had been in his mind for some time began to clarify. He stole a glance at his companion  a man of about thirty-eight, clear eyes, with humorous wrinkles at the corners, a heavy moustache, and a cheerful expression more than tinged with recklessness.

Aint over and above fond o work? suggested the boatswain, when he had finished his inspection.

I love it, said the other, blowing a cloud of smoke in the air, but we cant have all we want in this world; it wouldnt be good for us.

The boatswain thought of Mrs. Waters, and sighed. Then he rattled his pocket.

Would arf a quid be any good to you? he inquired.

Look here, began the soldier; just because I asked you for a pipe o baccy

No offence, said the other, quickly. I mean if you earned it?

The soldier nodded and took his pipe from his mouth. Gardening and windows? he hazarded, with a shrug of his shoulders.

The boatswain shook his head.

Scrubbing, praps? said the soldier, with a sigh of resignation. Last house I scrubbed out I did it so thoroughly they accused me of pouching the soap. Hang em!

And you didnt? queried the boatswain, eyeing him keenly.

The soldier rose and, knocking the ashes out of his pipe, gazed at him darkly. I cant give it back to you, he said, slowly, because Ive smoked some of it, and I cant pay you for it because Ive only got twopence, and that I want for myself. So long, matey, and next time a poor wretch asks you for a pipe, be civil.

I never see such a man for taking offence in all my born days, expostulated the boat-swain. I ad my reasons for that remark, mate. Good reasons they was.

The soldier grunted and, stooping, picked up his bundle.

I spoke of arf a sovereign just now, continued the boatswain, impressively, and when I tell you that I offer it to you to do a bit o burgling, youll see ow necessary it is for me to be certain of your honesty.

Burgling? gasped the astonished soldier. Honesty? Struth; are you drunk or am I?

Meaning, said the boatswain, waving the imputation away with his hand, for you to pretend to be a burglar.

Were both drunk, thats what it is, said the other, resignedly.

The boatswain fidgeted. If you dont agree, mums the word and no arm done, he said, holding out his hand.

Mums the word, said the soldier, taking it. My names Ned Travers, and, barring cells for a spree now and again, theres nothing against it. Mind that.

Might appen to anybody, said Mr. Benn, soothingly. You fill your pipe and dont go chucking good tobacco away agin.

Mr. Travers took the offered box and, with economy born of adversity, stooped and filled up first with the plug he had thrown away. Then he resumed his seat and, leaning back luxuriously, bade the other fire away.

I aint got it all ship-shape and proper yet, said Mr. Benn, slowly, but its in my minds eye. Its been there off and on like for some time.

He lit his pipe again and gazed fixedly at the opposite hedge. Two miles from here, where I live, he said, after several vigorous puffs, theres a little public-ouse called the Beehive, kept by a lady wot Ive got my eye on.

The soldier sat up.

She wont ave me, said the boatswain, with an air of mild surprise.

The soldier leaned back again.

Shes a lone widder, continued Mr. Benn, shaking his head, and the Beehive is in a lonely place. Its right through the village, and the nearest house is arf a mile off.

Silly place for a pub, commented Mr. Travers.

Ive been telling her ow unsafe it is, said the boatswain. Ive been telling her that she wants a man to protect her, and she only laughs at me. She dont believe it; dye see? Likewise Im a small man  small, but stiff. She likes tall men.

Most women do, said Mr. Travers, sitting upright and instinctively twisting his moustache. When I was in the ranks

My idea is, continued the boatswain, slightly raising his voice, to kill two birds with one stone  prove to her that she does want being protected, and that Im the man to protect her. Dye take my meaning, mate?

The soldier reached out a hand and felt the others biceps. Like a lump o wood, he said, approvingly.

My opinion is, said the boatswain, with a faint smirk, that she loves me without knowing it.

They often do, said Mr. Travers, with a grave shake of his head.

Consequently I dont want er to be disappointed, said the other.

It does you credit, remarked Mr. Travers.

Ive got a good head, said Mr. Benn, else I shouldnt ave got my rating as boatswain as soon as I did; and Ive been turning it over in my mind, over and over agin, till my brain-pan fair aches with it. Now, if you do what I want you to to-night and it comes off all right, damme Ill make it a quid.

Go on, Vanderbilt, said Mr. Travers; Im listening.

The boatswain gazed at him fixedly. You meet me ere in this spot at eleven oclock to-night, he said, solemnly; and Ill take you to her ouse and put you through a little winder I know of. You goes upstairs and alarms her, and she screams for help. Im watching the house, faithful-like, and hear er scream. I dashes in at the winder, knocks you down, and rescues her. Dye see?

I hear, corrected Mr. Travers, coldly.

She clings to me, continued the boat-swain, with a rapt expression of face, in her gratitood, and, proud of my strength and pluck, she marries me.

An I get a five years honeymoon, said the soldier.

The boatswain shook his head and patted the others shoulder. In the excitement of the moment you spring up and escape, he said, with a kindly smile. Ive thought it all out. You can run much faster than I can; any-ways, you will. The nearest ouse is arf a mile off, as I said, and her servant is staying till to-morrow at er mothers, ten miles away.

Mr. Travers rose to his feet and stretched himself. Time I was toddling, he said, with a yawn. Thanks for amusing me, mate.

You wont do it? said the boatswain, eyeing him with much concern.

Im hanged if I do, said the soldier, emphatically. Accidents will happen, and then where should I be?

If they did, said the boatswain, Id own up and clear you.

You might, said Mr. Travers, and then again you mightnt. So long, mate.

I  Ill make it two quid, said the boat-swain, trembling with eagerness. Ive took a fancy to you; youre just the man for the job.

The soldier, adjusting his bundle, glanced at him over his shoulder. Thankee, he said, with mock gratitude.

Look ere, said the boatswain, springing up and catching him by the sleeve; Ill give it to you in writing. Come, you aint faint-hearted? Why, a bluejacket ud do it for the fun o the thing. If I give it to you in writing, and there should be an accident, its worse for me than it is for you, aint it?

Mr. Travers hesitated and, pushing his cap back, scratched his head.

I gives you the two quid afore you go into the house, continued the boatswain, hastily following up the impression he had made. Id give em to you now if Id got em with me. Thats my confidence in you; I likes the look of you. Soldier or sailor, when there is a mans work to be done, give em to me afore anybody.
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The soldier seated himself again and let his bundle fall to the ground. Go on, he said, slowly. Write it out fair and square and sign it, and Im your man.

The boatswain clapped him on the shoulder and produced a bundle of papers from his pocket. Theres letters there with my name and address on em, he said. Its all fair, square, and above-board. When youve cast your eyes over them Ill give you the writing.

Mr. Travers took them and, re-lighting his pipe, smoked in silence, with various side glances at his companion as that enthusiast sucked his pencil and sat twisting in the agonies of composition. The document finished  after several failures had been retrieved and burnt by the careful Mr. Travers  the boat-swain heaved a sigh of relief, and handing it over to him, leaned back with a complacent air while he read it.

Seems all right, said the soldier, folding it up and putting it in his waistcoat-pocket. Ill be here at eleven to-night.

Eleven it is, said the boatswain, briskly, and, between pals  heres arf a dollar to go on with.

He patted him on the shoulder again, and with a caution to keep out of sight as much as possible till night walked slowly home. His step was light, but he carried a face in which care and exultation were strangely mingled.

By ten oclock that night care was in the ascendant, and by eleven, when he discerned the red glow of Mr. Traverss pipe set as a beacon against a dark background of hedge, the boatswain was ready to curse his inventive powers. Mr. Travers greeted him cheerily and, honestly attributing the fact to good food and a couple of pints of beer he had had since the boatswain left him, said that he was ready for anything.

Mr. Benn grunted and led the way in silence. There was no moon, but the night was clear, and Mr. Travers, after one or two light-hearted attempts at conversation, abandoned the effort and fell to whistling softly instead.

Except for one lighted window the village slept in darkness, but the boatswain, who had been walking with the stealth of a Red Indian on the war-path, breathed more freely after they had left it behind. A renewal of his antics a little farther on apprised Mr. Travers that they were approaching their destination, and a minute or two later they came to a small inn standing just off the road. All shut up and Mrs. Waters abed, bless her, whispered the boatswain, after walking care-fully round the house. How do you feel?

Im all right, said Mr. Travers. I feel as if Id been burgling all my life. How do you feel?

Narvous, said Mr. Benn, pausing under a small window at the rear of the house. This is the one.

Mr. Travers stepped back a few paces and gazed up at the house. All was still. For a few moments he stood listening and then re-joined the boatswain.

Good-bye, mate, he said, hoisting himself on to the sill. Death or victory.

The boatswain whispered and thrust a couple of sovereigns into his hand. Take your time; theres no hurry, he muttered. I want to pull myself together. Frighten er enough, but not too much. When she screams Ill come in.

Mr. Travers slipped inside and then thrust his head out of the window. Wont she think it funny you should be so handy? he inquired.

No; its my faithful art, said the boat-swain, keeping watch over her every night, thats the ticket. She wont know no better.

Mr. Travers grinned, and removing his boots passed them out to the other. We dont want her to hear me till Im upstairs, he whispered. Put em outside, handy for me to pick up.

The boatswain obeyed, and Mr. Travers  who was by no means a good hand at darning socks  shivered as he trod lightly over a stone floor. Then, following the instructions of Mr. Benn, he made his way to the stairs and mounted noiselessly.

But for a slight stumble half-way up his progress was very creditable for an amateur. He paused and listened and, all being silent, made his way to the landing and stopped out-side a door. Despite himself his heart was beating faster than usual.

He pushed the door open slowly and started as it creaked. Nothing happening he pushed again, and standing just inside saw, by a small ewer silhouetted against the casement, that he was in a bedroom. He listened for the sound of breathing, but in vain.

Quiet sleeper, he reflected; or perhaps it is an empty room. Now, I wonder whether

The sound of an opening door made him start violently, and he stood still, scarcely breathing, with his ears on the alert. A light shone on the landing, and peeping round the door he saw a woman coming along the corridor  a younger and better-looking woman than he had expected to see. In one hand she held aloft a candle, in the other she bore a double-barrelled gun. Mr. Travers withdrew into the room and, as the light came nearer, slipped into a big cupboard by the side of the fireplace and, standing bolt upright, waited. The light came into the room.

Must have been my fancy, said a pleasant voice.

Bless her, smiled Mr. Travers.

His trained ear recognized the sound of cocking triggers. The next moment a heavy body bumped against the door of the cupboard and the key turned in the lock.

Got you! said the voice, triumphantly. Keep still; if you try and break out I shall shoot you.

All right, said Mr. Travers, hastily; I wont move.

Better not, said the voice. Mind, Ive got a gun pointing straight at you.

Point it downwards, theres a good girl, said Mr. Travers, earnestly; and take your finger off the trigger. If anything happened to me youd never forgive yourself.

Its all right so long as you dont move, said the voice; and Im not a girl, it added, sternly.

Yes, you are, said the prisoner. I saw you. I thought it was an angel at first. I saw your little bare feet and

A faint scream interrupted him.

Youll catch cold, urged Mr. Travers.

Dont you trouble about me, said the voice, tartly.

I wont give any trouble, said Mr. Travers, who began to think it was time for the boatswain to appear on the scene. Why dont you call for help? Ill go like a lamb.

I dont want your advice, was the reply. I know what to do. Now, dont you try and break out. Im going to fire one barrel out of the window, but Ive got the other one for you if you move.

My dear girl, protested the horrified Mr. Travers, youll alarm the neighbourhood.

Just what I want to do, said the voice. Keep still, mind.

Mr. Travers hesitated. The game was up, and it was clear that in any case the stratagem of the ingenious Mr. Benn would have to be disclosed.

Stop! he said, earnestly. Dont do anything rash. Im not a burglar; Im doing this for a friend of yours  Mr. Benn.

What? said an amazed voice.

True as I stand here, asseverated Mr. Travers. Here, heres my instructions. Ill put em under the door, and if you go to the back window youll see him in the garden waiting.

He rustled the paper under the door, and it was at once snatched from his fingers. He regained an upright position and stood listening to the startled and indignant exclamations of his gaoler as she read the boatswains permit:

This is to give notice that I, George Benn, being of sound mind and body, have told Ned Travers to pretend to be a burglar at Mrs. Waterss. He aint a burglar, and I shall be outside all the time. Its all above-board and ship-shape.

(Signed) George Benn

Sound mind  above-board  ship-shape, repeated a dazed voice. Where is he?

Out at the back, replied Mr. Travers. If you go to the window you can see him. Now, do put something round your shoulders, theres a good girl.

There was no reply, but a board creaked. He waited for what seemed a long time, and then the board creaked again.

Did you see him? he inquired.

I did, was the sharp reply. You both ought to be ashamed of yourselves. You ought to be punished.

There is a clothes-peg sticking into the back of my head, remarked Mr. Travers. What are you going to do?

There was no reply.

What are you going to do? repeated Mr. Travers, somewhat uneasily. You look too nice to do anything hard; leastways, so far as I can judge through this crack.

There was a smothered exclamation, and then sounds of somebody moving hastily about the room and the swish of clothing hastily donned.

You ought to have done it before, commented the thoughtful Mr. Travers. Its enough to give you your death of cold.

Mind your business, said the voice, sharply. Now, if I let you out, will you promise to do exactly as I tell you?

Honour bright, said Mr. Travers, fervently.

Im going to give Mr. Benn a lesson he wont forget, proceeded the other, grimly. Im going to fire off this gun, and then run down and tell him Ive killed you.

Eh? said the amazed Mr. Travers. Oh, Lord!

Hsh! Stop that laughing, commanded the voice. Hell hear you. Be quiet!

The key turned in the lock, and Mr. Travers, stepping forth, clapped his hand over his mouth and endeavoured to obey. Mrs. Waters, stepping back with the gun ready, scrutinized him closely.

Come on to the landing, said Mr. Travers, eagerly. We dont want anybody else to hear. Fire into this.

He snatched a patchwork rug from the floor and stuck it up against the balusters. You stay here, said Mrs. Waters. He nodded.

She pointed the gun at the hearth-rug, the walls shook with the explosion, and, with a shriek that set Mr. Traverss teeth on edge, she rushed downstairs and, drawing back the bolts of the back door, tottered outside and into the arms of the agitated boatswain.

Oh! oh! oh! she cried.

What  whats the matter? gasped the boatswain.

The widow struggled in his arms. A burglar, she said, in a tense whisper. But its all right; Ive killed him.

Kill stuttered the other. Kill  Killed him?

Mrs. Waters nodded and released herself, First shot, she said, with a satisfied air.

The boatswain wrung his hands. Good heavens! he said, moving slowly towards the door. Poor fellow!

Come back, said the widow, tugging at his coat.

I was  was going to see  whether I could do anything for im, quavered the boatswain. Poor fellow!

You stay where you are, commanded Mrs. Waters. I dont want any witnesses. I dont want this house to have a bad name. Im going to keep it quiet.

Quiet? said the shaking boatswain. How?

First thing to do, said the widow, thoughtfully, is to get rid of the body. Ill bury him in the garden, I think. Theres a very good bit of ground behind those potatoes. Youll find the spade in the tool-house.

The horrified Mr. Benn stood stock-still regarding her.

While youre digging the grave, continued Mrs. Waters, calmly, Ill go in and clean up the mess.

The boatswain reeled and then fumbled with trembling fingers at his collar.

Like a man in a dream he stood watching as she ran to the tool-house and returned with a spade and pick; like a man in a dream he followed her on to the garden.

Be careful, she said, sharply; youre treading down my potatoes.

The boatswain stopped dead and stared at her. Apparently unconscious of his gaze, she began to pace out the measurements and then, placing the tools in his hands, urged him to lose no time.

Ill bring him down when youre gone, she said, looking towards the house.

The boatswain wiped his damp brow with the back of his hand. How are you going to get it downstairs? he breathed.

Drag it, said Mrs. Waters, briefly.

Suppose he isnt dead? said the boat-swain, with a gleam of hope.

Fiddlesticks! said Mrs. Waters. Do you think I dont know? Now, dont waste time talking; and mind you dig it deep. Ill put a few cabbages on top afterwards  Ive got more than I want.

She re-entered the house and ran lightly upstairs. The candle was still alight and the gun was leaning against the bed-post; but the visitor had disappeared. Conscious of an odd feeling of disappointment, she looked round the empty room.

Come and look at him, entreated a voice, and she turned and beheld the amused countenance of her late prisoner at the door.

Ive been watching from the back window, he said, nodding. Youre a wonder; thats what you are. Come and look at him.

Mrs. Waters followed, and leaning out of the window watched with simple pleasure the efforts of the amateur sexton. Mr. Benn was digging like one possessed, only pausing at intervals to straighten his back and to cast a fearsome glance around him. The only thing that marred her pleasure was the behaviour of Mr. Travers, who was struggling for a place with all the fervour of a citizen at the Lord Mayors show.

Get back, she said, in a fierce whisper. Hell see you.

Mr. Travers with obvious reluctance obeyed, just as the victim looked up.

Is that you, Mrs. Waters? inquired the boatswain, fearfully.

Yes, of course it is, snapped the widow. Who else should it be, do you think? Go on! What are you stopping for?

Mr. Benns breathing as he bent to his task again was distinctly audible. The head of Mr. Travers ranged itself once more alongside the widows. For a long time they watched in silence.

Wont you come down here, Mrs. Waters? called the boatswain, looking up so suddenly that Mr. Traverss head bumped painfully against the side of the window. Its a bit creepy, all alone.

Im all right, said Mrs. Waters.

I keep fancying theres something dodging behind them currant bushes, pursued the unfortunate Mr. Benn, hoarsely. How you can stay there alone I cant think. I thought I saw something looking over your shoulder just now. Fancy if it came creeping up behind and caught hold of you! The widow gave a sudden faint scream.

If you do that again! she said, turning fiercely on Mr. Travers.

He put it into my head, said the culprit, humbly; I should never have thought of such a thing by myself. Im one of the quietest and best-behaved  

Make haste, Mr. Benn, said the widow, turning to the window again; Ive got a lot to do when youve finished.

The boatswain groaned and fell to digging again, and Mrs. Waters, after watching a little while longer, gave Mr. Travers some pointed instructions about the window and went down to the garden again.

That will do, I think, she said, stepping into the hole and regarding it critically. Now youd better go straight off home, and, mind, not a word to a soul about this.

She put her hand on his shoulder, and noticing with pleasure that he shuddered at her touch led the way to the gate. The boat-swain paused for a moment, as though about to speak, and then, apparently thinking better of it, bade her good-bye in a hoarse voice and walked feebly up the road. Mrs. Waters stood watching until his steps died away in the distance, and then, returning to the garden, took up the spade and stood regarding with some dismay the mountainous result of his industry. Mr. Travers, who was standing just inside the back door, joined her.

Let me, he said, gallantly.

The day was breaking as he finished his task. The clean, sweet air and the exercise had given him an appetite to which the smell of cooking bacon and hot coffee that proceeded from the house had set a sharper edge. He took his coat from a bush and put it on. Mrs. Waters appeared at the door.

You had better come in and have some breakfast before you go, she said, brusquely; theres no more sleep for me now.

Mr. Travers obeyed with alacrity, and after a satisfying wash in the scullery came into the big kitchen with his face shining and took a seat at the table. The cloth was neatly laid, and Mrs. Waters, fresh and cool, with a smile upon her pleasant face, sat behind the tray. She looked at her guest curiously, Mr. Traverss spirits being somewhat higher than the state of his wardrobe appeared to justify.

Why dont you get some settled work? she inquired, with gentle severity, as he imparted snatches of his history between bites.

Easier said than done, said Mr. Travers, serenely. But dont you run away with the idea that Im a beggar, because Im not. I pay my way, such as it is. And, by-the-bye, I spose I havent earned that two pounds Benn gave me?

His face lengthened, and he felt uneasily in his pocket.

Ill give them to him when Im tired of the joke, said the widow, holding out her hand and watching him closely.

Mr. Travers passed the coins over to her. Soft hand youve got, he said, musingly. I dont wonder Benn was desperate. I dare say I should have done the same in his place.

Mrs. Waters bit her lip and looked out at the window; Mr. Travers resumed his breakfast.

Theres only one job that Im really fit for, now that Im too old for the Army, he said, confidentially, as, breakfast finished, he stood at the door ready to depart.

Playing at burglars? hazarded Mrs. Waters.

Landlord of a little country public-house, said Mr. Travers, simply.

Mrs. Waters fell back and regarded him with open-eyed amazement.

Good morning, she said, as soon as she could trust her voice.

Good-bye, said Mr. Travers, reluctantly. I should like to hear how old Benn takes this joke, though.

Mrs. Waters retreated into the house and stood regarding him. If youre passing this way again and like to look in  Ill tell you, she said, after a long pause. Good-bye.

Ill look in in a weeks time, said Mr. Travers.

He took the proffered hand and shook it warmly. It would be the best joke of all, he said, turning away.

What would?

The soldier confronted her again.

For old Benn to come round here one evening and find me landlord. Think it over.

Mrs. Waters met his gaze soberly. Ill think it over when you have gone, she said, softly. Now go.


THE NEST EGG
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Artfulness, said the night-watch-man, smoking placidly, is a gift; but it dont pay always. Ive met some artful ones in my time  plenty of em; but I cant truthfully say as ow any of them was the better for meeting me.

He rose slowly from the packing-case on which he had been sitting and, stamping down the point of a rusty nail with his heel, resumed his seat, remarking that he had endured it for some time under the impression that it was only a splinter.

Ive surprised more than one in my time, he continued, slowly. When I met one of these ere artful ones I used fust of all to pretend to be more stupid than wot I really am.

He stopped and stared fixedly.

More stupid than I looked, he said. He stopped again.

More stupid than wot they thought I looked, he said, speaking with marked deliberation. And Id let em go on and on until I thought I had ad about enough, and then turn round on em. Nobody ever got the better o me except my wife, and that was only before we was married. Two nights arterwards she found a fish-hook in my trouser-pocket, and arter that I could ha left untold gold there  if Id ha had it. It spoilt wot some people call the honey-moon, but it paid in the long run.

One o the worst things a man can do is to take up artfulness all of a sudden. I never knew it to answer yet, and I can tell you of a case thatll prove my words true.

Its some years ago now, and the chap it appened to was a young man, a shipmate o mine, named Charlie Tagg. Very steady young chap he was, too steady for most of em. Thats ow it was me and im got to be such pals.

Hed been saving up for years to get married, and all the advice we could give im didnt ave any effect. He saved up nearly every penny of is money and gave it to his gal to keep for im, and the time Im speaking of shed got seventy-two pounds of is and seventeen-and-six of er own to set up house-keeping with.

Then a thing happened that Ive known to appen to sailormen afore. At Sydney e got silly on another gal, and started walking out with her, and afore he knew wot he was about hed promised to marry er too.

Sydney and London being a long way from each other was in is favour, but the thing that troubled im was ow to get that seventy-two pounds out of Emma Cook, is London gal, so as he could marry the other with it. It worried im all the way home, and by the time we got into the London river is head was all in a maze with it. Emma Cook ad got it all saved up in the bank, to take a little shop with when they got spliced, and ow to get it he could not think.

He went straight off to Poplar, where she lived, as soon as the ship was berthed. He walked all the way so as to ave more time for thinking, but wot with bumping into two old gentlemen with bad tempers, and being nearly run over by a cabman with a white orse and red whiskers, he got to the house without aving thought of anything.

They was just finishing their tea as e got there, and they all seemed so pleased to see im that it made it worse than ever for im. Mrs. Cook, who ad pretty near finished, gave im her own cup to drink out of, and said that she ad dreamt of im the night afore last, and old Cook said that he ad got so good-looking e shouldnt ave known him.

I should ave passed im in the street, he ses. I never see such an alteration.

Theyll be a nice-looking couple, ses his wife, looking at a young chap, named George Smith, that ad been sitting next to Emma.

Charlie Tagg filled is mouth with bread and butter, and wondered ow he was to begin. He squeezed Emmas and just for the sake of keeping up appearances, and all the time e was thinking of the other gal waiting for im thousands o miles away.

Youve come ome just in the nick o time, ses old Cook; if youd done it o purpose you couldnt ave arranged it better.

Somebodys birthday? ses Charlie, trying to smile.

Old Cook shook his ead. Though mine is next Wednesday, he ses, and thank you for thinking of it. No; youre just in time for the biggest bargain in the chandlery line that anybody ever ad a chance of. If you adnt ha come back we should have ad to ha done it without you.

Eighty pounds, ses Mrs. Cook, smiling at Charlie. With the money Emmas got saved and your wages this trip youll ave plenty. You must come round arter tea and ave a look at it.

Little place not arf a mile from ere, ses old Cook. Properly worked up, the way Emmall do it, itll be a little fortune. I wish Id had a chance like it in my young time.

He sat shaking his ead to think wot hed lost, and Charlie Tagg sat staring at im and wondering wot he was to do.

My idea is for Charlie to go for a few more vyges arter theyre married while Emma works up the business, ses Mrs. Cook; shell be all right with young Bill and Sarah Ann to elp her and keep er company while hes away.

Well see as she aint lonely, ses George Smith, turning to Charlie.

Charlie Tagg gave a bit of a cough and said it wanted considering. He said it was no good doing things in a urry and then repenting of em all the rest of your life. And e said hed been given to understand that chandlery wasnt wot it ad been, and some of the cleverest people e knew thought that it would be worse before it was better. By the time hed finished they was all looking at im as though they couldnt believe their ears.

You just step round and ave a look at the place, ses old Cook; if that dont make you alter your tune, call me a sinner.

Charlie Tagg felt as though e could ha called im a lot o worse things than that, but he took up is hat and Mrs. Cook and Emma got their bonnets on and they went round.

I dont think much of it for eighty pounds, ses Charlie, beginning his artfulness as they came near a big shop, with plate-glass and a double front.

Eh? ses old Cook, staring at im. Why, that aint the place. Why, you wouldnt get that for eight undred.

Well, I dont think much of it, ses Charlie; if its worse than that I cant look at it  I cant, indeed.

You aint been drinking, Charlie? ses old Cook, in a puzzled voice.

Certainly not, ses Charlie.

He was pleased to see ow anxious they all looked, and when they did come to the shop e set up a laugh that old Cook said chilled the marrer in is bones. He stood looking in a elpless sort o way at his wife and Emma, and then at last he ses, There it is; and a fair bargain at the price.

I spose you aint been drinking? ses Charlie.

Wots the matter with it? ses Mrs. Cook flaring up.

Come inside and look at it, ses Emma, taking old of his arm.

Not me, ses Charlie, hanging back. Why, I wouldnt take it at a gift.

He stood there on the kerbstone, and all they could do e wouldnt budge. He said it was a bad road and a little shop, and ad got a look about it he didnt like. They walked back ome like a funeral procession, and Emma ad to keep saying Hs! in wispers to er mother all the way.
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I dont know wot Charlie does want, Im sure, ses Mrs. Cook, taking off er bonnet as soon as she got indoors and pitching it on the chair he was just going to set down on.

Its so awkard, ses old Cook, rubbing his cad. Fact is, Charlie, we pretty near gave em to understand as wed buy it.

Its as good as settled, ses Mrs. Cook, trembling all over with temper.

They wont settle till they get the money, ses Charlie. You may make your mind easy about that.

Emmas drawn it all out of the bank ready, ses old Cook, eager like.

Charlie felt ot and cold all over. Id better take care of it, he ses, in a trembling voice. You might be robbed.

So might you be, ses Mrs. Cook. Dont you worry; its in a safe place.

Sailormen are always being robbed, ses George Smith, who ad been helping young Bill with is sums while they ad gone to look at the shop. Theres more sailormen robbed than all the rest put together.

They wont rob Charlie, ses Mrs. Cook, pressing er lips together. Ill take care o that.

Charlie tried to laugh, but e made such a queer noise that young Bill made a large blot on is exercise-book, and old Cook, wot was lighting his pipe, burnt is fingers through not looking wot e was doing.

You see, ses Charlie, if I was robbed, which aint at all likely, it ud only be me losing my own money; but if you was robbed of it youd never forgive yourselves.

I dessay I should get over it, ses Mrs. Cook, sniffing. Id ave a try, at all events.

Charlie started to laugh agin, and old Cook, who had struck another match, blew it out and waited till hed finished.

The whole truth is, ses Charlie, looking round, Ive got something better to do with the money. Ive got a chance offered me thatll make me able to double it afore you know where you are.

Not afore I know where I am, ses Mrs. Cook, with a laugh that was worse than Charlies.

The chance of a lifetime, ses Charlie, trying to keep is temper. I cant tell you wot it is, because Ive promised to keep it secret for a time. Youll be surprised when I do tell you.

If I wait till then till Im surprised, ses Mrs. Cook, I shall ave to wait a long time. My advice to you is to take that shop and ha done with it.

Charlie sat there arguing all the evening, but it was no good, and the idea o them people sitting there and refusing to let im have his own money pretty near sent im crazy. It was all e could do to kiss Emma good-night, and e couldnt have elped slamming the front door if hed been paid for it. The only comfort he ad got left was the Sydney gals photygraph, and he took that out and looked at it under nearly every lamp-post he passed.

He went round the next night and ad an-other try to get is money, but it was no use; and all the good he done was to make Mrs. Cook in such a temper that she ad to go to bed before he ad arf finished. It was no good talking to old Cook and Emma, because they darent do anything without er, and it was no good calling things up the stairs to her because she didnt answer. Three nights running Mrs. Cook went off to bed afore eight oclock, for fear she should say something to im as shed be sorry for arterwards; and for three nights Charlie made imself so disagreeable that Emma told im plain the sooner e went back to sea agin the better she should like it. The only one who seemed to enjoy it was George Smith, and e used to bring bits out o newspapers and read to em, showing ow silly people was done out of their money.

On the fourth night Charlie dropped it and made imself so amiable that Mrs. Cook stayed up and made im a Welsh rare-bit for is supper, and made im drink two glasses o beer instead o one, while old Cook sat and drank three glasses o water just out of temper, and to show that e didnt mind. When she started on the chandlers shop agin Charlie said hed think it over, and when e went away Mrs. Cook called im her sailor-boy and wished im pleasant dreams.

But Charlie Tagg ad got better things to do than to dream, and e sat up in bed arf the night thinking out a new plan hed thought of to get that money. When e did fall asleep at last e dreamt of taking a little farm in Australia and riding about on orseback with the Sydney gal watching his men at work.

In the morning he went and hunted up a shipmate of is, a young feller named Jack Bates. Jack was one o these ere chaps, nobodys enemy but their own, as the saying is; a good-arted, free-anded chap as you could wish to see. Everybody liked im, and the ships cat loved im. Hed ha sold the shirt off is back to oblige a pal, and three times in one week he got is face scratched for trying to prevent usbands knocking their wives about.

Charlie Tagg went to im because he was the only man e could trust, and for over arf an hour he was telling Jack Bates all is troubles, and at last, as a great favour, he let im see the Sydney gals photygraph, and told him that all that pore gals future appiness depended upon im.

Ill step round to-night and rob em of that seventy-two pounds, ses Jack; its your money, and youve a right to it.

Charlie shook his ead. That wouldnt do, he ses; besides, I dont know where they keep it. No; Ive got a better plan than that. Come round to the Crooked Billet, so as we can talk it over in peace and quiet.

He stood Jack three or four arf-pints afore e told im his plan, and Jack was so pleased with it that he wanted to start at once, but Charlie persuaded im to wait.

And dont you spare me, mind, out o friendship, ses Charlie, because the blacker you paint me the better I shall like it.

You trust me, mate, ses Jack Bates; if I dont get that seventy-two pounds for you, you may call me a Dutchman. Why, its fair robbery, I call it, sticking to your money like that.

They spent the rest o the day together, and when evening came Charlie went off to the Cooks. Emma ad arf expected they was going to a theayter that night, but Charlie said he wasnt feeling the thing, and he sat there so quiet and miserable they didnt know wot to make of im.

Ave you got any trouble on your mind, Charlie, ses Mrs. Cook, or is it the tooth-ache?

It aint the toothache, ses Charlie.

He sat there pulling a long face and staring at the floor, but all Mrs. Cook and Emma could do e wouldnt tell them wot was the matter with im. He said e didnt want to worry other people with is troubles; let everybody bear their own, that was is motto. Even when George Smith offered to go to the theayter with Emma instead of im he didnt fire up, and, if it adnt ha been for Mrs. Cook, George wouldnt ha been sorry that e spoke.

Theayters aint for me, ses Charlie, with a groan. Im more likely to go to gaol, so far as I can see, than a theayter.

Mrs. Cook and Emma both screamed and Sarah Ann did er first highstericks, and very well, too, considering that she ad only just turned fifteen.

Gaol! ses old Cook, as soon as they ad quieted Sarah Ann with a bowl o cold water that young Bill ad the presence o mind to go and fetch. Gaol! What for?

You wouldnt believe if I was to tell you. ses Charlie, getting up to go, and besides, I dont want any of you to think as ow I am worse than wot I am.

He shook his cad at them sorrowful-like, and afore they could stop im he ad gone. Old Cook shouted arter im, but it was no use, and the others was running into the scullery to fill the bowl agin for Emma.

Mrs. Cook went round to is lodgings next morning, but found that e was out. They began to fancy all sorts o things then, but Charlie turned up agin that evening more miserable than ever.

I went round to see you this morning, ses Mrs. Cook, but you wasnt at ome.

I never am, ardly, ses Charlie. I cant be  it aint safe.

Why not? ses Mrs. Cook, fidgeting.

If I was to tell you, youd lose your good opinion of me, ses Charlie.

It wouldnt be much to lose, ses Mrs. Cook, firing up.

Charlie didnt answer er. When he did speak he spoke to the old man, and he was so down-arted that e gave im the chills amost, He ardly took any notice of Emma, and, when Mrs. Cook spoke about the shop agin, said that chandlers shops was for happy people, not for im.

By the time they sat down to supper they was nearly all as miserable as Charlie imself. From words he let drop they all seemed to ave the idea that the police was arter im, and Mrs. Cook was just asking im for wot she called the third and last time, but wot was more likely the hundred and third, wot hed done, when there was a knock at the front door, so loud and so sudden that old Cook and young Bill both cut their mouths at the same time.

Anybody ere o the name of Emma Cook? ses a mans voice, when young Bill opened the door.

Shes inside, ses the boy, and the next moment Jack Bates followed im into the room, and then fell back with a start as e saw Charlie Tagg.

Ho, ere you are, are you? he ses, looking at im very black. Wots the matter? ses Mrs. Cook, very sharp.

I didnt expect to ave the pleasure o seeing you ere, my lad, ses Jack, still staring at Charlie, and twisting is face up into awful scowls. Which is Emma Cook?

Miss Cook is my name, ses Emma, very sharp. Wot dye want?

Very good, ses Jack Bates, looking at Charlie agin; then praps youll do me the kindness of telling that lie o yours agin afore this young lady.

Its the truth, ses Charlie, looking down at is plate.

If somebody dont tell me wot all this is about in two minutes, I shall do something desprit, ses Mrs. Cook, getting up.

This ere  er  man, ses Jack Bates, pointing at Charlie, owes me seventy-five pounds and wont pay. When I ask im for it he ses a party hes keeping company with, by the name of Emma Cook, as got it, and he cant get it.

So she has, ses Charlie, without looking up.

Wot does e owe you the money for? ses Mrs. Cook.

Cos I lent it to im, ses Jack.

Lent it? What for? ses Mrs. Cook.

Cos I was a fool, I spose, ses jack Bates; a good-natured fool. Anyway, Im sick and tired of asking for it, and if I dont get it to-night Im going to see the police about it.

He sat down on a chair with is hat cocked over one eye, and they all sat staring at im as though they didnt know wot to say next.

So this is wot you meant when you said youd got the chance of a lifetime, is it? ses Mrs. Cook to Charlie. This is wot you wanted it for, is it? Wot did you borrow all that money for?

Spend, ses Charlie, in a sulky voice.

Spend! ses Mrs. Cook, with a scream; wot in?

Drink and cards mostly, ses Jack Bates, remembering wot Charlie ad told im about blackening is character.

You might ha heard a pin drop amost, and Charlie sat there without saying a word.

Charlies been led away, ses Mrs. Cook, looking ard at Jack Bates. I spose you lent im the money to win it back from im at cards, didnt you?

And gave im too much licker fust, ses old Cook. Ive eard of your kind. If Charlie takes my advice e wont pay you a farthing. I should let you do your worst if I was im; thats wot I should do. Youve got a low face; a nasty, ugly, low face.

One o the worst I ever see, ses Mrs. Cook. It looks as though it might ha been cut out o the Police News.

Owever could you ha trusted a man with a face like that, Charlie? ses old Cook. Come away from im, Bill; I dont like such a chap in the room.

Jack Bates began to feel very awkard. They was all glaring at im as though they could eat im, and he wasnt used to such treatment. And, as a matter o fact, hed got a very good-arted face.

You go out o that door, ses old Cook, pointing to it. Go and do your worst. You wont get any money ere.

Stop a minute, ses Emma, and afore they could stop er she ran upstairs. Mrs. Cook went arter er and igh words was heard up in the bedroom, but by-and-by Emma came down holding her head very igh and looking at Jack Bates as though he was dirt.

How am I to know Charlie owes you this money? she ses.

Jack Bates turned very red, and arter fumbling in is pockets took out about a dozen dirty bits o paper, which Charlie ad given im for I O Us. Emma read em all, and then she threw a little parcel on the table.

Theres your money, she ses; take it and go.

Mrs. Cook and er father began to call out, but it was no good.

Theres seventy-two pounds there, ses Emma, who was very pale; and eres a ring you can have to elp make up the rest. And she drew Charlies ring off and throwed it on the table. Ive done with im for good, she ses, with a look at er mother.

Jack Bates took up the money and the ring and stood there looking at er and trying to think wot to say. Hed always been uncommon partial to the sex, and it did seem ard to stand there and take all that on account of Charlie Tagg.

I only wanted my own, he ses, at last, shuffling about the floor.

Well, youve got it, ses Mrs. Cook, and now you can go.

Youre pisoning the air of my front parlour, ses old Cook, opening the winder a little at the top.

Praps I aint so bad as you think I am, ses Jack Bates, still looking at Emma, and with that e walked over to Charlie and dumped down the money on the table in front of im. Take it, he ses, and dont borrow any more. I make you a free gift of it. Praps my art aint as black as my face, he ses, turning to Mrs. Cook.

They was all so surprised at fust that they couldnt speak, but old Cook smiled at im and put the winder up agin. And Charlie Tagg sat there arf mad with temper, locking as though e could eat Jack Bates without any salt, as the saying is.

I  I cant take it, he ses at last, with a stammer.

Cant take it? Why not? ses old Cook, staring. This gentleman as given it to you. A free gift, ses Mrs. Cook, smiling at Jack very sweet.

I cant take it, ses Charlie, winking at Jack to take the money up and give it to im quiet, as arranged. I ave my pride.

So ave I, ses Jack. Are you going to take it?

Charlie gave another look. No, he ses, I cant take a favour. I borrowed the money and Ill pay it back.

Very good, ses Jack, taking it up. Its my money, aint it?

Yes, ses Charlie, taking no notice of Mrs. Cook and er husband, wot was both talking to im at once, and trying to persuade im to alter his mind.

Then I give it to Miss Emma Cook, ses Jack Bates, putting it into her hands. Good-night everybody and good luck.

He slammed the front door behind im and they eard im go off down the road as if e was going for fire-engines. Charlie sat there for a moment struck all of a heap, and then e jumped up and dashed arter im. He just saw im disappearing round a corner, and he didnt see im agin for a couple o year arterwards, by which time the Sydney gal had ad three or four young men arter im, and Emma, who ad changed her name to Smith, was doing one o the best businesses in the chandlery line in Poplar.


THE CONSTABLES MOVE
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Mr. Bob Grummit sat in the kitchen with his corduroy-clad legs stretched on the fender. His wifes half-eaten dinner was getting cold on the table; Mr. Grummit, who was badly in need of cheering up, emptied her half-empty glass of beer and wiped his lips with the back of his hand.

Come away, I tell you, he called. Dye hear? Come away. Youll be locked up if you dont.

He gave a little laugh at the sarcasm, and sticking his short pipe in his mouth lurched slowly to the front-room door and scowled at his wife as she lurked at the back of the window watching intently the furniture which was being carried in next door.

Come away or else youll be locked up, repeated Mr. Grummit. You mustnt look at policemens furniture; its agin the law.

Mrs. Grummit made no reply, but, throwing appearances to the winds, stepped to the window until her nose touched, as a walnut sideboard with bevelled glass back was tenderly borne inside under the personal supervision of Police-Constable Evans.

Theyll be aving a pianner next, said the indignant Mr. Grummit, peering from the depths of the room.

Theyve got one, responded his wife; theres the end if it stickin up in the van.

Mr. Grummit advanced and regarded the end fixedly. Did you throw all them tin cans and things into their yard wot I told you to? he demanded.

He picked up three of em while I was upstairs, replied his wife. I eard im tell her that theyd come in handy for paint and things.

Thats ow coppers get on and buy pianners, said the incensed Mr. Grummit, sneaking other peoples property. I didnt tell you to throw good uns over, did I? Wot dye mean by it?

Mrs. Grummit made no reply, but watched with bated breath the triumphal entrance of the piano. The carman set it tenderly on the narrow footpath, while P. C. Evans, stooping low, examined it at all points, and Mrs. Evans, raising the lid, struck a few careless chords.

Showing off, explained Mrs. Grummit, with a half turn; and shes got fingers like carrots.

Its a disgrace to Mulberry Gardens to ave a copper come and live in it, said the indignant Grummit; and to come and live next to me!  thats what I cant get over. To come and live next door to a man wot has been fined twice, and both times wrong. Why, for two pins Id go in and smash is pianner first and im after it. He wont live ere long, you take my word for it.

Why not? inquired his wife.

Why? repeated Mr. Grummit. Why? Why, becos Ill make the place too ot to hold him. Aint there enough houses in Tunwich without im a-coming and living next door to me?

For a whole week the brain concealed in Mr. Grummits bullet-shaped head worked in vain, and his temper got correspondingly bad. The day after the Evans arrival he had found his yard littered with tins which he recognized as old acquaintances, and since that time they had travelled backwards and forwards with monotonous regularity. They sometimes made as many as three journeys a day, and on one occasion the heavens opened to drop a battered tin bucket on the back of Mr. Grummit as he was tying his bootlace. Five minutes later he spoke of the outrage to Mr. Evans, who had come out to admire the sunset.

I heard something fall, said the constable, eyeing the pail curiously.

You threw it, said Mr. Grummit, breathing furiously.

Me? Nonsense, said the other, easily. I was having tea in the parlour with my wife and my mother-in-law, and my brother Joe and his young lady.

Any more of em? demanded the hapless Mr. Grummit, aghast at this list of witnesses for an alibi.

It aint a bad pail, if you look at it properly, said the constable. I should keep it if I was you; unless the owner offers a reward for it. Itll hold enough water for your wants.

Mr. Grummit flung indoors and, after wasting some time concocting impossible measures of retaliation with his sympathetic partner, went off to discuss affairs with his intimates at the Bricklayers Arms. The company, although unanimously agreeing that Mr. Evans ought to be boiled, were miserably deficient in ideas as to the means by which such a desirable end was to be attained.

Make im a laughing-stock, thats the best thing, said an elderly labourer. The police dont like being laughed at.

Ow? demanded Mr. Grummit, with some asperity.

Theres plenty o ways, said the old man.

I should find em out fast enough if I ad a bucket dropped on my back, I know.

Mr. Grummit made a retort the feebleness of which was somewhat balanced by its ferocity, and subsided into glum silence. His back still ached, but, despite that aid to intellectual effort, the only ways he could imagine of making the constable look foolish contained an almost certain risk of hard labour for himself.

He pondered the question for a week, and meanwhile the tins  to the secret disappointment of Mr. Evans  remained untouched in his yard. For the whole of the time he went about looking, as Mrs. Grummit expressed it, as though his dinner had disagreed with him.

Ive been talking to old Bill Smith, he said, suddenly, as he came in one night.

Mrs. Grummit looked up, and noticed with wifely pleasure that he was looking almost cheerful.

Hes given me a tip, said Mr. Grummit, with a faint smile; a copper mustnt come into a free-born Englishmans ouse unless hes invited.

Wot of it? inquired his wife. You wasnt think of asking him in, was you?

Mr. Grummit regarded her almost play-fully. If a copper comes in without being told to, he continued, he gets into trouble for it. Now dye see?

But he wont come, said the puzzled Mrs. Grummit.

Mr. Grummit winked. Yes e will if you scream loud enough, he retorted. Wheres the copper-stick?

Have you gone mad? demanded his wife, or do you think I ave?

You go up into the bedroom, said Mr. Grummit, emphasizing his remarks with his forefinger. I come up and beat the bed black and blue with the copper-stick; you scream for mercy and call out Help! Murder! and things like that. Dont call out Police! cos Bill aint sure about that part. Evans comes bursting in to save your life  Ill leave the door on the latch  and there you are. Hes sure to get into trouble for it. Bill said so. Hes made a study o that sort o thing.

Mrs. Grummit pondered this simple plan so long that her husband began to lose patience. At last, against her better sense, she rose and fetched the weapon in question.

And you be careful what youre hitting, she said, as they went upstairs to bed. Wed better have igh words first, I spose?

You pitch into me with your tongue, said Mr. Grummit, amiably.

Mrs. Grummit, first listening to make sure that the constable and his wife were in the bedroom the other side of the flimsy wall, complied, and in a voice that rose gradually to a piercing falsetto told Mr. Grummit things that had been rankling in her mind for some months. She raked up misdemeanours that he had long since forgotten, and, not content with that, had a fling at the entire Grummit family, beginning with her mother-in-law and ending with Mr. Grummits youngest sister. The hand that held the copper-stick itched.

Any more to say? demanded Mr. Grummit advancing upon her.

Mrs. Grummit emitted a genuine shriek, and Mr. Grummit, suddenly remembering himself, stopped short and attacked the bed with extraordinary fury. The room resounded with the blows, and the efforts of Mrs. Grummit were a revelation even to her husband.

[image: img316.jpg]

I can hear im moving, whispered Mr. Grummit, pausing to take breath.

Mur  der! wailed his wife. Help! Help!

Mr. Grummit, changing the stick into his left hand, renewed the attack; Mrs. Grummit, whose voice was becoming exhausted, sought a temporary relief in moans.

Is  he  deaf? panted the wife-beater, or wot?

He knocked over a chair, and Mrs. Grummit contrived another frenzied scream. A loud knocking sounded on the wall.

Hel  lp! moaned Mrs. Grummit.

Halloa, there! came the voice of the constable. Why dont you keep that baby quiet? We cant get a wink of sleep.

Mr. Grummit dropped the stick on the bed and turned a dazed face to his wife.

He  hes afraid  to come in, he gasped. Keep it up, old gal.

He took up the stick again and Mrs. Grummit did her best, but the heart had gone out of the thing, and he was about to give up the task as hopeless when the door below was heard to open with a bang.

Here he is, cried the jubilant Grummit. Now!

His wife responded, and at the same moment the bedroom door was flung open, and her brother, who had been hastily fetched by the neighbours on the other side, burst into the room and with one hearty blow sent Mr. Grummit sprawling.

Hit my sister, will you? he roared, as the astounded Mr. Grummit rose. Take that!

Mr. Grummit took it, and several other favours, while his wife, tugging at her brother, endeavoured to explain. It was not, however, until Mr. Grummit claimed the usual sanctuary of the defeated by refusing to rise that she could make herself heard.

Joke? repeated her brother, incredulously. Joke?

Mrs. Grummit in a husky voice explained.

Her brother passed from incredulity to amazement and from amazement to mirth. He sat down gurgling, and the indignant face of the injured Grummit only added to his distress.

Best joke I ever heard in my life, he said, wiping his eyes. Dont look at me like that, Bob; I cant bear it.

Get off ome, responded Mr. Grummit, glowering at him.

Theres a crowd outside, and half the doors in the place open, said the other. Well, its a good job theres no harm done. So long.

He passed, beaming, down the stairs, and Mr. Grummit, drawing near the window, heard him explaining in a broken voice to the neighbours outside. Strong men patted him on the back and urged him gruffly to say what he had to say and laugh afterwards. Mr. Grummit turned from the window, and in a slow and stately fashion prepared to retire for the night. Even the sudden and startling disappearance of Mrs. Grummit as she got into bed failed to move him.

The beds broke, Bob, she said faintly.

Beds wont last for ever, he said, shortly; sleep on the floor.

Mrs. Grummit clambered out, and after some trouble secured the bedclothes and made up a bed in a corner of the room. In a short time she was fast asleep; but her husband, broad awake, spent the night in devising further impracticable schemes for the discomfiture of the foe next door.

He saw Mr. Evans next morning as he passed on his way to work. The constable was at the door smoking in his shirt-sleeves, and Mr. Grummit felt instinctively that he was waiting there to see him pass.

I heard you last night, said the constable, playfully. My word! Good gracious!

Wots the matter with you? demanded Mr. Grummit, stopping short.

The constable stared at him. She has been knocking you about, he gasped. Why, it must ha been you screaming, then! I thought it sounded loud. Why dont you go and get a summons and have her locked up? I should be pleased to take her.

Mr. Grummit faced him, quivering with passion. Wot would it cost if I set about you? he demanded, huskily.

Two months, said Mr. Evans, smiling serenely; praps three.

Mr. Grummit hesitated and his fists clenched nervously. The constable, lounging against his door-post, surveyed him with a dispassionate smile. That would be besides what youd get from me, he said, softly.

Come out in the road, said Mr. Grummit, with sudden violence.

Its agin the rules, said Mr. Evans; sorry I cant. Why not go and ask your wifes brother to oblige you?

He went in laughing and closed the door, and Mr. Grummit, after a frenzied outburst, proceeded on his way, returning the smiles of such acquaintances as he passed with an icy stare or a strongly-worded offer to make them laugh the other side of their face. The rest of the day he spent in working so hard that he had no time to reply to the anxious inquiries of his fellow-workmen.

He came home at night glum and silent, the hardship of not being able to give Mr. Evans his deserts without incurring hard labour having weighed on his spirits all day. To avoid the annoyance of the piano next door, which was slowly and reluctantly yielding up The Last Rose of Summer note by note, he went out at the back, and the first thing he saw was Mr. Evans mending his path with tins and other bric-a-brac.

Nothing like it, said the constable, looking up. Your missus gave em to us this morning. A little gravel on top, and there you are.

He turned whistling to his work again, and the other, after endeavouring in vain to frame a suitable reply, took a seat on an inverted wash-tub and lit his pipe. His one hope was that Constable Evans was going to try and cultivate a garden.

The hope was realized a few days later, and Mr. Grummit at the back window sat gloating over a dozen fine geraniums, some lobelias and calceolarias, which decorated the constables plot of ground. He could not sleep for thinking of them.

He rose early the next morning, and, after remarking to Mrs. Grummit that Mr. Evanss flowers looked as though they wanted rain, went off to his work. The cloud which had been on his spirits for some time had lifted, and he whistled as he walked. The sight of flowers in front windows added to his good humour.

He was still in good spirits when he left off work that afternoon, but some slight hesitation about returning home sent him to the Brick-layers firms instead. He stayed there until closing time, and then, being still disinclined for home, paid a visit to Bill Smith, who lived the other side of Tunwich. By the time he started for home it was nearly midnight.

The outskirts of the town were deserted and the houses in darkness. The clock of Tunwich church struck twelve, and the last stroke was just dying away as he turned a corner and ran almost into the arms of the man he had been trying to avoid.

Halloa! said Constable Evans, sharply. Here, I want a word with you.

Mr. Grummit quailed. With me, sir? he said, with involuntary respect.

What have you been doing to my flowers? demanded the other, hotly.

Flowers? repeated Mr. Grummit, as though the word were new to him. Flowers? What flowers?

You know well enough, retorted the constable. You got over my fence last night and smashed all my flowers down.

You be careful wot youre saying, urged Mr. Grummit. Why, I love flowers. You dont mean to tell me that all them beautiful flowers wot you put in so careful as been spoiled?

You know all about it, said the constable, choking. I shall take out a summons against you for it.

Ho! said Mr. Grummit. And wot time do you say it was when I done it?

Never you mind the time, said the other.

Cos its important, said Mr. Grummit.

My wifes brother  the one youre so fond of  slept in my ouse last night. He was ill arf the night, pore chap; but, come to think of it, itll make im a good witness for my innocence.

If I wasnt a policeman, said Mr. Evans, speaking with great deliberation, Id take hold o you, Bob Grummit, and Id give you the biggest hiding youve ever had in your life.

If you wasnt a policeman, said Mr. Grummit, yearningly, Id arf murder you.

The two men eyed each other wistfully, loth to part.

If I gave you what you deserve I should get into trouble, said the constable.

If I gave you a quarter of wot you ought to ave I should go to quod, sighed Mr. Grummit.

I wouldnt put you there, said the constable, earnestly; I swear I wouldnt.

Everythings beautiful and quiet, said Mr. Grummit, trembling with eagerness, and I wouldnt say a word to a soul. Ill take my solemn davit I wouldnt.

When I think o my garden began the constable. With a sudden movement he knocked off Mr. Grummits cap, and then, seizing him by the coat, began to hustle him along the road. In the twinkling of an eye they had closed.

Tunwich church chimed the half-hour as they finished, and Mr. Grummit, forgetting his own injuries, stood smiling at the wreck before him. The constables helmet had been smashed and trodden on; his uniform was torn and covered with blood and dirt, and his good looks marred for a fortnight at least. He stooped with a groan, and, recovering his helmet, tried mechanically to punch it into shape. He stuck the battered relic on his head, and Mr. Grummit fell back  awed, despite himself.

It was a fair fight, he stammered.

The constable waved him away. Get out o my sight before I change my mind, he said, fiercely; and mind, if you say a word about this itll be the worse for you.

Do you think Ive gone mad? said the other. He took another look at his victim and, turning away, danced fantastically along the road home. The constable, making his way to a gas-lamp, began to inspect damages.

They were worse even than he had thought, and, leaning against the lamp-post, he sought in vain for an explanation that, in the absence of a prisoner, would satisfy the inspector. A button which was hanging by a thread fell tinkling on to the footpath, and he had just picked it up and placed it in his pocket when a faint distant outcry broke upon his ear.

He turned and walked as rapidly as his condition would permit in the direction of the noise. It became louder and more imperative, and cries of Police! became distinctly audible. He quickened into a run, and turning a corner beheld a little knot of people standing at the gate of a large house. Other people only partially clad were hastening to-wards them. The constable arrived out of breath.

Better late than never, said the owner of the house, sarcastically.

Mr. Evans, breathing painfully, supported himself with his hand on the fence.

They went that way, but I suppose you didnt see them, continued the householder. Halloa! he added, as somebody opened the hall door and the constables damaged condition became visible in the gas-light. Are you hurt?

Yes, said Mr. Evans, who was trying hard to think clearly. To gain time he blew a loud call on his whistle.

The rascals! continued the other. I think I should know the big chap with a beard again, but the others were too quick for me.

Mr. Evans blew his whistle again  thoughtfully. The opportunity seemed too good to lose.

Did they get anything? he inquired.

Not a thing, said the owner, triumphantly. I was disturbed just in time.

The constable gave a slight gulp. I saw the three running by the side of the road, he said, slowly. Their behaviour seemed suspicious, so I collared the big one, but they set on me like wild cats. They had me down three times; the last time I laid my head open against the kerb, and when I came to my senses again they had gone.

He took off his battered helmet with a flourish and, amid a murmur of sympathy, displayed a nasty cut on his head. A sergeant and a constable, both running, appeared round the corner and made towards them.

Get back to the station and make your report, said the former, as Constable Evans, in a somewhat defiant voice, repeated his story. Youve done your best; I can see that.

Mr. Evans, enacting to perfection the part of a wounded hero, limped painfully off, praying devoutly as he went that the criminals might make good their escape. If not, he reflected that the word of a policeman was at least equal to that of three burglars.

He repeated his story at the station, and, after having his head dressed, was sent home and advised to keep himself quiet for a day or two. He was off duty for four days, and, the Tunwich Gazette having devoted a column to the affair, headed A Gallant Constable, modestly secluded himself from the public gaze for the whole of that time.

To Mr. Grummit, who had read the article in question until he could have repeated it backwards, this modesty was particularly trying. The constables yard was deserted and the front door ever closed. Once Mr. Grummit even went so far as to tap with his nails on the front parlour window, and the only response was the sudden lowering of the blind. It was not until a week afterwards that his eyes were gladdened by a sight of the constable sitting in his yard; and fearing that even then he might escape him, he ran out on tip-toe and put his face over the fence before the latter was aware of his presence.

Wot about that ere burglary? he demanded in truculent tones.

Good evening, Grummit, said the constable, with a patronizing air.

Wot about that burglary? repeated Mr. Grummit, with a scowl. I dont believe you ever saw a burglar.

Mr. Evans rose and stretched himself gracefully. Youd better run indoors, my good man, he said, slowly.

Telling all them lies about burglars, continued the indignant Mr. Grummit, producing his newspaper and waving it. Why, I gave you that black eye, I smashed your elmet, I cut your silly ead open, I  

Youve been drinking, said the other, severely.

You mean to say I didnt? demanded Mr. Grummit, ferociously.

Mr. Evans came closer and eyed him steadily. I dont know what youre talking about, he said, calmly.

Mr. Grummit, about to speak, stopped appalled at such hardihood.

Of course, if you mean to say that you were one o them burglars, continued the constable, why, say it and Ill take you with pleasure. Come to think of it, I did seem to remember one o their voices.

Mr. Grummit, with his eyes fixed on the others, backed a couple of yards and breathed heavily.

About your height, too, he was, mused the constable. I hope for your sake you havent been saying to anybody else what you said to me just now.

Mr. Grummit shook his head. Not a word, he faltered.

Thats all right, then, said Mr. Evans. I shouldnt like to be hard on a neighbour; not that we shall be neighbours much longer.

Mr. Grummit, feeling that a reply was expected of him, gave utterance to a feeble Oh!

No, said Mr. Evans, looking round disparagingly. It aint good enough for us now; I was promoted to sergeant this morning. A sergeant cant live in a common place like this.

Mr. Grummit, a prey to a sickening fear, drew near the fence again. A  a sergeant? he stammered.

Mr. Evans smiled and gazed carefully at a distant cloud. For my bravery with them burglars the other night, Grummit, he said, modestly. I might have waited years if it hadnt been for them.

He nodded to the frantic Grummit and turned away; Mr. Grummit, without any adieu at all, turned and crept back to the house.


BOBS REDEMPTION
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GRATITOODE! said the night-watchman, with a hard laugh. Hmf! Dont talk to me about gratitoode; Ive seen too much of it. If people wot Ive helped in my time ad only done arf their dooty  arf, mind you  I should be riding in my carriage.

Forgetful of the limitations of soap-boxes he attempted to illustrate his remark by lolling, and nearly went over backwards. Recovering himself by an effort he gazed sternly across the river and smoked fiercely. It was evident that he was brooding over an ill-used past.

Arry Thomson was one of them, he said, at last. For over six months I wrote all is love-letters for him, e being an iggernerant sort of man and only being able to do the kisses at the end, which he always insisted on doing imself: being jealous. Only three weeks arter he was married e come up to where I was standing one day and set about me without saying a word. I was a single man at the time and I didnt understand it. My idea was that he ad gone mad, and, being pretty artful and always aving a horror of mad people, I let im chase me into a police-station. Leastways, I would ha let im, but he didnt come, and I all but got fourteen days for being drunk and disorderly.

Then there was Bill Clark. He ad been keeping compny with a gal and got tired of it, and to oblige im I went to her and told er he was a married man with five children. Bill was as pleased as Punch at fust, but as soon as she took up with another chap he came round to see me and said as Id ruined his life. We ad words about it  naturally  and I did ruin it then to the extent of a couple o ribs. I went to see im in the horsepittle  place Ive always been fond of  and the langwidge he used to me was so bad that they sent for the Sister to ear it.

Thats ony two out of dozens I could name. Arf the unpleasantnesses in my life ave come out of doing kindnesses to people, and all the gratitoode Ive ad for it I could put in a pint-pot with a pint o beer already in it.

The only case o real gratitoode I ever heard of appened to a shipmate o mine  a young chap named Bob Evans. Coming home from Auckland in a barque called the Dragon Fly he fell overboard, and another chap named George Crofts, one o the best swimmers I ever knew, went overboard arter im and saved his life.

We was hardly moving at the time, and the sea was like a duck pond, but to ear Bob Evans talk youd ha thought that George Crofts was the bravest-arted chap that ever lived. He adnt liked him afore, same as the rest of us, George being a sly, mean sort o chap; but arter George ad saved his life e couldnt praise im enough. He said that so long as he ad a crust George should share it, and wotever George asked im he should have.

The unfortnit part of it was that George took im at his word, and all the rest of the vyge he acted as though Bob belonged to im, and by the time we got into the London river Bob couldnt call his soul is own. He used to take a room when he was ashore and live very steady, as e was saving up to get married, and as soon as he found that out George invited imself to stay with him.

It wont cost you a bit more, he ses, not if you work it properly.

Bob didnt work it properly, but George having saved his life, and never letting im forget it, he didnt like to tell him so. He thought hed let im see gradual that hed got to be careful because of is gal, and the fust evening they was ashore e took im along with im there to tea.

Gerty Mitchell  that was the gals name adnt heard of Bobs accident, and when she did she gave a little scream, and putting er arms round his neck, began to kiss im right in front of George and her mother.

You ought to give him one too, ses Mrs. Mitchell, pointing to George.

George wiped is mouth on the back of his and, but Gerty pretended not to ear.

Fancy if youd been drownded! she ses, hugging Bob agin.

He was pretty near, ses George, shaking his ead. Im a pore swimmer, but I made up my mind either to save im or else go down to a watery grave myself.

He wiped his mouth on the back of his and agin, but all the notice Gerty took of it was to send her young brother Ted out for some beer. Then they all ad supper together, and Mrs. Mitchell drank good luck to George in a glass o beer, and said she oped that er own boy would grow up like him. Let im grow up a good and brave man, thats all I ask, she ses. I dont care about is looks.

He might have both, ses George, sharp-like. Why not?

Mrs. Mitchell said she supposed he might, and then she cuffed young Teds ears for making a noise while e was eating, and then cuffed im agin for saying that hed finished is supper five minutes ago.

George and Bob walked ome together, and all the way there George said wot a pretty gal Gerty was and ow lucky it was for Bob that he adnt been drownded. He went round to tea with im the next day to Mrs. Mitchells, and arter tea, when Bob and Gerty said they was going out to spend the evening together, got imself asked too.

They took a tram-car and went to a music-hall, and Bob paid for the three of em. George never seemed to think of putting his and in his pocket, and even arter the music-hall, when they all went into a shop and ad stewed eels, he let Bob pay.

As I said afore, Bob Evans was chock-full of gratefulness, and it seemed only fair that he shouldnt grumble at spending a little over the man wot ad risked is life to save his; but wot with keeping George at his room, and paying for im every time they went out, he was spending a lot more money than e could afford.

Youre ony young once, Bob, George said to him when e made a remark one arternoon as to the fast way his money was going, and if it hadnt ha been for me youd never ave lived to grow old.

Wot with spending the money and always aving George with them when they went out, it wasnt long afore Bob and Gerty ad a quarrel. I dont like a pore-spirited man, she ses. Twos company and threes none, and, besides, why cant he pay for imself? Hes big enough. Why should you spend your money on im? He never pays a farthing.

Bob explained that he couldnt say anything because e owed his life to George, but e might as well ave talked to a lamp-post. The more he argued the more angry Gerty got, and at last she ses, Twos company and threes none, and if you and me cant go out without George Crofts, then me and im ll go out with-out you.

She was as good as her word, too, and the next night, while Bob ad gone out to get some bacca, she went off alone with George. It was ten oclock afore they came back agin, and Gertys eyes were all shining and er cheeks as pink as roses. She shut er mother up like a concertina the moment she began to find fault with er, and at supper she sat next to George and laughed at everything e said.

George and Bob walked all the way ome arter supper without saying a word, but arter they got to their room George took a side-look at Bob, and then he ses, suddenlike, Look ere! I saved your life, didnt I?

You did, ses Bob, and I thank you for it.

I saved your life, ses George agin, very solemn. If it hadnt ha been for me you couldnt ha married anybody.

Thats true, ses Bob.

Me and Gerty ave been having a talk, ses George, bending down to undo his boots. Weve been getting on very well together; you cant elp your feelings, and the long and the short of it is, the pore gal has fallen in love with me.

Bob didnt say a word.

If you look at it this way its fair enough, ses George. I gave you your life and you give me your gal. Were quits now. You dont owe me anything and I dont owe you anything. Thats the way Gerty puts it, and she told me to tell you so.

If  if she dont want me Im agreeable, ses Bob, in a choking voice. Well call it quits, and next time I tumble overboard I ope you wont be handy.

He took Gertys photygraph out of is box and handed it to George. Youve got more right to it now than wot I ave, he ses. I shant go round there any more; I shall look out for a ship to-morrow.

George Crofts said that perhaps it was the best thing he could do, and e asked im in a offhand sort o way ow long the room was paid up for.

Mrs. Mitchell ad a few words to say about it next day, but Gerty told er to save er breath for walking upstairs. The ony thing that George didnt like when they went out was that young Ted was with them, but Gerty said she preferred it till she knew im better; and she ad so much to say about his noble behaviour in saving life that George gave way. They went out looking at the shops, George thinking that that was the cheapest way of spending an evening, and they were as happy as possible till Gerty saw a brooch she liked so much in a window that he couldnt get er away.

It is a beauty, she ses. I dont know when Ive seen a brooch I liked better. Look here! Lets all guess the price and then go in and see whos right.

They ad their guesses, and then they went in and asked, and as soon as Gerty found that it was only three-and-sixpence she began to feel in her pocket for er purse, just like your wife does when you go out with er, knowing all the time that its on the mantelpiece with twopence-hapenny and a cough lozenge in it.

I must ha left it at ome, she ses, looking at George.

Just wot Ive done, ses George, arter patting is pockets.

Gerty bit er lips and, for a minute or two, be civil to George she could not. Then she gave a little smile and took is arm agin, and they walked on talking and laughing till she turned round of a sudden and asked a big chap as was passing wot e was shoving er for.

Shoving you? ses he. Wot do you think I want to shove you for?

Dont you talk to me, ses Gerty, firing up. George, make im beg my pardon.

You ought to be more careful, ses George, in a gentle sort o way.

Make im beg my pardon, ses Gerty, stamping er foot; if he dont, knock im down.

Yes, knock im down, ses the big man, taking hold o Georges cap and rumpling his air.

Pore George, who was never much good with his fists, hit im in the chest, and the next moment he was on is back in the middle o the road wondering wot had appened to im. By the time e got up the other man was arf a mile away; and young Ted stepped up and wiped im down with a pocket-andkerchief while Gerty explained to im ow she saw im slip on a piece o banana peel.

Its ard lines, she ses; but never mind, you frightened im away, and I dont wonder at it. You do look terrible when youre angry, George; I didnt know you.

She praised im all the way ome, and if it adnt been for his mouth and nose George would ave enjoyed it more than e did. She told er mother how e had flown at a big man wot ad insulted her, and Mrs. Mitchell shook her ead at im and said his bold spirit would lead im into trouble afore he ad done.

They didnt seem to be able to make enough of im, and next day when he went round Gerty was so upset at the sight of is bruises that he thought she was going to cry. When he had ad his tea she gave im a cigar she had bought for im herself, and when he ad finished smoking it she smiled at him, and said that she was going to take im out for a pleasant evening to try and make up to im for wot he ad suffered for er.

Were all going to stand treat to each other, she ses. Bob always would insist on paying for everything, but I like to feel a bit independent. Give and take  thats the way I like to do things.

Theres nothing like being independent, ses George. Bob ought to ha known that.

Im sure its the best plan, ses Gerty. Now, get your at on. Were going to a theayter, and Ted shall pay the bus fares.

George wanted to ask about the theayter, but e didnt like to, and arter Gerty was dressed they went out and Ted paid the bus fares like a man.

Here you are, ses Gerty, as the bus stopped outside the theayter. Hurry up and get the tickets, George; ask for three upper circles.

She bustled George up to the pay place, and as soon as she ad picked out the seats she grabbed old of the tickets and told George to make haste.

Twelve shillings it is, ses the man, as George put down arf a crown.

Twelve? ses George, beginning to stammer. Twelve? Twelve? Twel  ?

Twelve shillings, ses the man; three upper circles youve ad.

George was going to fetch Gerty back and ave cheaper seats, but she ad gone inside with young Ted, and at last, arter making an awful fuss, he paid the rest o the money and rushed in arter her, arf crazy at the idea o spending so much money.

Make aste, ses Gerty, afore he could say anything; the band as just begun.

She started running upstairs, and she was so excited that, when they got their seats and George started complaining about the price, she didnt pay any attention to wot he was saying, but kept pointing out ladies dresses to im in wispers and wondering wot they ad paid for them. George gave it up at last, and then he sat wondering whether he ad done right arter all in taking Bobs gal away from him.

Gerty enjoyed it very much, but when the curtain came down after the first act she leaned back in her chair and looked up at George and said she felt faint and thought shed like to ave an ice-cream. And you ave one too, dear, she ses, when young Ted ad got up and beckoned to the gal, and Ted ud like one too, Im sure.

She put her ead on Georges shoulder and looked up at im. Then she put her and on his and stroked it, and George, reckoning that arter all ice-creams were ony a hapenny or at the most a penny each, altered is mind about not spending any more money and ordered three.

The way he carried on when the gal said they was three shillings was alarming. At fust e thought she was aving a joke with im, and it took another gal and the fireman and an old gentleman wot was sitting behind im to persuade im different. He was so upset that e couldnt eat his arter paying for it, and Ted and Gerty had to finish it for im.

Theyre expensive, but theyre worth the money, ses Gerty. You are good to me, George. I could go on eating em all night, but you mustnt fling your money away like this always.

Ill see to that, ses George, very bitter.

I thought we was going to stand treat to each other? That was the idea, I understood.

So we are, ses Gerty. Ted stood the bus fares, didnt he?

He did, ses George, wot there was of em; but wot about you?

Me? ses Gerty, drawing her ead back and staring at im. Why, ave you forgot that cigar already, George?

George opened is mouth, but e couldnt speak a word. He sat looking at er and making a gasping noise in is throat, and fortunately just as e got is voice back the curtain went up agin, and everybody said, Hsh!

He couldnt enjoy the play at all, e was so upset, and he began to see more than ever ow wrong he ad been in taking Bobs gal away from im. He walked downstairs into the street like a man in a dream, with Gerty sticking to is arm and young Ted treading on is heels behind.

Now, you mustnt waste any more money, George, ses Gerty, when they got outside. Well walk ome.

George ad got arf a mind to say something about a bus, but he remembered in time that very likely young Ted hadnt got any more money. Then Gerty said she knew a short cut, and she took them, walking along little, dark, narrow streets and places, until at last, just as George thought they must be pretty near ome, she began to dab her eyes with er pocket-andkerchief and say shed lost er way.

You two go ome and leave me, she ses, arf crying. I cant walk another step.

Where are we? ses George, looking round.

I dont know, ses Gerty. I couldnt tell you if you paid me. I must ave taken a wrong turning. Oh, hurrah! Heres a cab!

Afore George could stop er she held up er umbrella, and a ansom cab, with bells on its horse, crossed the road and pulled up in front of em. Ted nipped in first and Gerty followed im.

Tell im the address, dear, and make aste and get in, ses Gerty.

George told the cabman, and then he got in and sat on Teds knee, partly on Gertys umbrella, and mostly on nothing.

You are good to me, George, ses Gerty, touching the back of is neck with the brim of her hat. It aint often I get a ride in a cab. All the time I was keeping company with Bob we never ad one once. I only wish Id got the money to pay for it.

George, who was going to ask a question, stopped imself, and then he kept striking matches and trying to read all about cab fares on a bill in front of im.

Ow are we to know ow many miles it is? he ses, at last.

I dont know, ses Gerty; leave it to the cabman. Its his bisness, aint it? And if e dont know he must suffer for it.

There was hardly a soul in Gertys road when they got there, but afore George ad settled with the cabman there was a policeman moving the crowd on and arf the winders in the road up. By the time George had paid im and the cabman ad told him wot e looked like, Gerty and Ted ad disappeared indoors, all the lights was out, and, in a state o mind that wont bear thinking of, George walked ome to his lodging.
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Bob was asleep when he got there, but e woke im up and told im about it, and then arter a time he said that he thought Bob ought to pay arf because he ad saved is life.

Certnly not, ses Bob. Were quits now; that was the arrangement. I only wish it was me spending the money on her; I shouldnt grumble.

George didnt get a wink o sleep all night for thinking of the money he ad spent, and next day when he went round he ad almost made up is mind to tell Bob that if e liked to pay up the money he could ave Gerty back; but she looked so pretty, and praised im up so much for is generosity, that he began to think better of it. One thing e was determined on, and that was never to spend money like that agin for fifty Gertys.

There was a very sensible man there that evening that George liked very much. His name was Uncle Joe, and when Gerty was praising George to is face for the money he ad been spending, Uncle Joe, instead o looking pleased, shook his ead over it.

Young people will be young people, I know, he ses, but still I dont approve of extravagance. Bob Evans would never ave spent all that money over you.

Bob Evans aint everybody, ses Mrs. Mitchell, standing up for Gerty.

He was steady, anyway, ses Uncle Joe. Besides, Gerty ought not to ha let Mr. Crofts spend his money like that. She could ha prevented it if shed ha put er foot down and insisted on it.

He was so solemn about it that everybody began to feel a bit upset, and Gerty borrowed Teds pocket-andkerchief, and then wiped er eyes on the cuff of her dress instead.

Well, well, ses Uncle Joe; I didnt mean to be ard, but dont do it no more. You are young people, and cant afford it.

We must ave a little pleasure sometimes, ses Gerty.

Yes, I know, ses Uncle Joe; but theres moderation in everything. Look ere, its time somebody paid for Mr. Crofts. To-morrows Saturday, and, if you like, Ill take you all to the Crystal Palace.

Gerty jumped up off of er chair and kissed im, while Mrs. Mitchell said she knew is bark was worse than is bite, and asked im who was wasting his money now?

You meet me at London Bridge Station at two oclock, ses Uncle Joe, getting up to go. It aint extravagance for a man as can afford it.

He shook ands with George Crofts and went, and, arter George ad stayed long enough to hear a lot o things about Uncle Joe which made im think theyd get on very well together, he went off too.

They all turned up very early the next arternoon, and Gerty was dressed so nice that George couldnt take his eyes off of her. Besides her there was Mrs. Mitchell and Ted and a friend of is named Charlie Smith.

They waited some time, but Uncle Joe didnt turn up, and they all got looking at the clock and talking about it, and oping he wouldnt make em miss the train.

Here he comes! ses Ted, at last.

Uncle Joe came rushing in, puffing and blowing as though hed bust. Take em on by this train, will you? he ses, catching old o George by the arm. Ive just been stopped by a bit o business I must do, and Ill come on by the next, or as soon arter as I can.

He rushed off again, puffing and blowing his ardest, in such a hurry that he forgot to give George the money for the tickets. However, George borrowed a pencil of Mrs. Mitchell in the train, and put down on paper ow much they cost, and Mrs. Mitchell said if George didnt like to remind im she would.

They left young Ted and Charlie to stay near the station when they got to the Palace, Uncle Joe aving forgotten to say where hed meet em, but train arter train came in without im, and at last the two boys gave it up.

Were sure to run across im sooner or later, ses Gerty. Lets ave something to eat; Im so hungry.

George said something about buns and milk, but Gerty took im up sharp. Buns and milk? she ses. Why, uncle would never forgive us if we spoilt his treat like that.

She walked into a refreshment place and they ad cold meat and bread and pickles and beer and tarts and cheese, till even young Ted said hed ad enough, but still they couldnt see any signs of Uncle Joe. They went on to the roundabouts to look for im, and then into all sorts o shows at sixpence a head, but still there was no signs of im, and George had ad to start on a fresh bit o paper to put down wot hed spent.

I suppose he must ha been detained on important business, ses Gerty, at last.

Unless its one of is jokes, ses Mrs. Mitchell, shaking her ead. You know wot your uncle is, Gerty.

There now, I never thought o that, ses Gerty, with a start; praps it is.

Joke? ses George, choking and staring from one to the other.

I was wondering where hed get the money from, ses Mrs. Mitchell to Gerty. I see it all now; I never see such a man for a bit o fun in all my born days. And the solemn way he went on last night, too. Why, he must ha been laughing in is sleeve all the time. Its as good as a play.

Look here! ses George, ardly able to speak; do you mean to tell me he never meant to come?

Im afraid not, ses Mrs. Mitchell, knowing wot he is. But dont you worry; Ill give him a bit o my mind when I see im.

George Crofts felt as though hed burst, and then e got his breath, and the things e said about Uncle Joe was so awful that Mrs. Mitchell told the boys to go away.

How dare you talk of my uncle like that? ses Gerty, firing up.

You forget yourself, George, ses Mrs. Mitchell. Youll like im when you get to know im better.

Dont you call me George, ses George Crofts, turning on er. Ive been done, thats wot Ive been. I ad fourteen pounds when I was paid off, and its melting like butter.

Well, weve enjoyed ourselves, ses Gerty, and thats what money was given us for. Im sure those two boys ave had a splendid time, thanks to you. Dont go and spoil all by a little bit o temper.

Temper! ses George, turning on her. Ive done with you, I wouldnt marry you if you was the ony gal in the world. I wouldnt marry you if you paid me.

Oh, indeed! ses Gerty; but if you think you can get out of it like that youre mistaken. Ive lost my young man through you, and Im not going to lose you too. Ill send my two big cousins round to see you to-morrow.

They wont put up with no nonsense, I can tell you, ses Mrs. Mitchell.

She called the boys to her, and then she and Gerty, arter holding their eads very high and staring at George, went off and left im alone. He went straight off ome, counting is money all the way and trying to make it more, and, arter telling Bob ow hed been treated, and trying hard to get im to go shares in his losses, packed up his things and cleared out, all boiling over with temper.

Bob was so dazed he couldnt make head or tail out of it, but e went round to see Gerty the first thing next morning, and she explained things to him.

I dont know when Ive enjoyed myself so much, she ses, wiping her eyes, but Ive had enough gadding about for once, and if you come round this evening well have a nice quiet time together looking at the furniture shops.


OVER THE SIDE
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Of all classes of men, those who follow the sea are probably the most prone to superstition. Afloat upon the black waste of waters, at the mercy of wind and sea, with vast depths and strange creatures below them, a belief in the supernatural is easier than ashore, under the cheerful gas-lamps. Strange stories of the sea are plentiful, and an incident which happened within my own experience has made me somewhat chary of dubbing a man fool or coward because he has encountered something he cannot explain. There are stories of the supernatural with prosaic sequels; there are others to which the sequel has never been published.

I was fifteen years old at the time, and as my father, who had a strong objection to the sea, would not apprentice me to it, I shipped before the mast on a sturdy little brig called the Endeavour, bound for Riga. She was a small craft, but the skipper was as fine a seaman as one could wish for, and, in fair weather, an easy man to sail under. Most boys have a rough time of it when they first go to sea, but, with a strong sense of what was good for me, I had attached myself to a brawny, good-natured infant, named Bill Smith, and it was soon understood that whoever hit me struck Bill by proxy. Not that the crew were particularly brutal, but a sound cuffing occasionally is held by most seamen to be beneficial to a lads health and morals. The only really spiteful fellow among them was a man named Jem Dadd. He was a morose, sallow-looking man, of about forty, with a strong taste for the supernatural, and a stronger taste still for frightening his fellows with it. I have seen Bill almost afraid to go on deck of a night for his trick at the wheel, after a few of his reminiscences. Rats were a favourite topic with him, and he would never allow one to be killed if he could help it, for he claimed for them that they were the souls of drowned sailors, hence their love of ships and their habit of leaving them when they became unseaworthy. He was a firm believer in the transmigration of souls, some idea of which he had, no doubt, picked up in Eastern ports, and gave his shivering auditors to understand that his arrangements for his own immediate future were already perfected.

We were six or seven days out when a strange thing happened. Dadd had the second watch one night, and Bill was to relieve him. They were not very strict aboard the brig in fair weather, and when a mans time was up he just made the wheel fast, and, running forard, shouted down the focsle. On this night I happened to awake suddenly, in time to see Bill slip out of his bunk and stand by me, rubbing his red eyelids with his knuckles.

Dadds giving me a long time, he whispered, seeing that I was awake; its a whole hour after his time.

He pattered up on deck, and I was just turning over, thankful that I was too young to have a watch to keep, when he came softly down again, and, taking me by the shoulders, shook me roughly.

Jack, he whispered. Jack.

I raised myself on my elbows, and, in the light of the smoking lamp, saw that he was shaking all over.

Come on deck, he said, thickly.

I put on my clothes, and followed him quietly to the sweet, cool air above. It was a beautiful clear night, but, from his manner, I looked nervously around for some cause of alarm. I saw nothing. The deck was deserted, except for the solitary figure at the wheel.

Look at him, whispered Bill, bending a contorted face to mine.

I walked aft a few steps, and Bill followed slowly. Then I saw that Jem Dadd was leaning forward clumsily on the wheel, with his hands clenched on the spokes.

Hes asleep, said I, stopping short.

Bill breathed hard. Hes in a queer sleep, said he; kind o trance more like. Go closer.

I took fast hold of Bills sleeve, and we both went. The light of the stars was sufficient to show that Dadds face was very white, and that his dim, black eyes were wide open, and staring in a very strange and dreadful manner straight before him.

Dadd, said I, softly, Dadd!

There was no reply, and, with a view of arousing him, I tapped one sinewy hand as it gripped the wheel, and even tried to loosen it.

He remained immovable, and, suddenly with a great cry, my courage deserted me, and Bill and I fairly bolted down into the cabin and woke the skipper.

Then we saw how it was with Jem, and two strong seamen forcibly loosened the grip of those rigid fingers, and, laying him on the deck, covered him with a piece of canvas. The rest of the night two men stayed at the wheel, and, gazing fearfully at the outline of the canvas, longed for dawn.

It came at last, and, breakfast over, the body was sewn up in canvas, and the skipper held a short service compiled from a Bible which belonged to the mate, and what he remembered of the Burial Service proper. Then the corpse went overboard with a splash, and the men, after standing awkwardly together for a few minutes, slowly dispersed to their duties.

For the rest of that day we were all very quiet and restrained; pity for the dead man being mingled with a dread of taking the wheel when night came.

The wheels haunted, said the cook, solemnly; mark my words, theres more of you will be took the same way Dadd was.

The cook, like myself, had no watch to keep.

The men bore up pretty well until night came on again, and then they unanimously resolved to have a double watch. The cook, sorely against his will, was impressed into the service, and I, glad to oblige my patron, agreed to stay up with Bill.

Some of the pleasure had vanished by the time night came, and I seemed only just to have closed my eyes when Bill came, and, with a rough shake or two, informed me that the time had come. Any hope that I might have had of escaping the ordeal was at once dispelled by his expectant demeanour, and the helpful way in which he assisted me with my clothes, and, yawning terribly, I followed him on deck.

The night was not so clear as the preceding one, and the air was chilly, with a little moisture in it. I buttoned up my jacket, and thrust my hands in my pockets.

Everything quiet? asked Bill as he stepped up and took the wheel.

Ay, ay, said Roberts, quiet as the grave, and, followed by his willing mate, he went below.

I sat on the deck by Bills side as, with a light touch on the wheel, he kept the brig to her course. It was weary work sitting there, doing nothing, and thinking of the warm berth below, and I believe that I should have fallen asleep, but that my watchful companion stirred me with his foot whenever he saw me nodding.

I suppose I must have sat there, shivering and yawning, for about an hour, when, tired of inactivity, I got up and went and leaned over the side of the vessel. The sound of the water gurgling and lapping by was so soothing that I began to doze.

I was recalled to my senses by a smothered cry from Bill, and, running to him, I found him staring to port in an intense and uncomfortable fashion. At my approach, he took one hand from the wheel, and gripped my arm so tightly that I was like to have screamed with the pain of it.

Jack, said he, in a shaky voice, while you was away something popped its head up, and looked over the ships side.

Youve been dreaming, said I, in a voice which was a very fair imitation of Bills own.

Dreaming, repeated Bill, dreaming! Ah, look there!

He pointed with outstretched finger, and my heart seemed to stop beating as I saw a mans head appear above the side. For a brief space it peered at us in silence, and then a dark figure sprang like a cat on to the deck, and stood crouching a short distance away.

A mist came before my eyes, and my tongue failed me, but Bill let off a roar, such as I have never heard before or since. It was answered from below, both aft and forard, and the men came running up on deck just as they left their beds.

Whats up? shouted the skipper, glancing aloft.

For answer, Bill pointed to the intruder, and the men, who had just caught sight of him, came up and formed a compact knot by the wheel.

Come over the side, it did, panted Bill, come over like a ghost out of the sea.

The skipper took one of the small lamps from the binnacle, and, holding it aloft, walked boldly up to the cause of alarm. In the little patch of light we saw a ghastly black-bearded man, dripping with water, regarding us with unwinking eyes, which glowed red in the light of the lamp.

Where did you come from? asked the skipper.

The figure shook its head.

Where did you come from? he repeated, walking up, and laying his hand on the others shoulder.

Then the intruder spoke, but in a strange fashion and in strange words. We leaned forward to listen, but, even when he repeated them, we could make nothing of them.

Hes a furriner, said Roberts.

Blest if Ive ever eard the lingo afore, said Bill. Does anybody rekernize it?

Nobody did, and the skipper, after another attempt, gave it up, and, falling back upon the universal language of signs, pointed first to the man and then to the sea. The other understood him, and, in a heavy, slovenly fashion, portrayed a man drifting in an open boat, and clutching and clambering up the side of a passing ship. As his meaning dawned upon us, we rushed to the stern, and, leaning over, peered into the gloom, but the night was dark, and we saw nothing.

Well, said the skipper, turning to Bill, with a mighty yawn, take him below, and give him some grub, and the next time a gentleman calls on you, dont make such a confounded row about it.

He went below, followed by the mate, and after some slight hesitation, Roberts stepped up to the intruder, and signed to him to follow. He came stolidly enough, leaving a trail of water on the deck, and, after changing into the dry things we gave him, fell to, but without much appearance of hunger, upon some salt beef and biscuits, regarding us between bites with black, lack-lustre eyes.

He seems as though hes a-walking in his sleep, said the cook.

He aint very hungry, said one of the men; he seems to mumble his food.

Hungry! repeated Bill, who had just left the wheel. Course he aint famished. He had his tea last night.

The men stared at him in bewilderment.

Dont you see? said Bill, still in a hoarse whisper; aint you ever seen them eyes afore? Dont you know what he used to say about dying? Its Jem Dadd come back to us. Jem Dadd got another mans body, as he always said he would.

Rot! said Roberts, trying to speak bravely, but he got up, and, with the others, huddled together at the end of the focsle, and stared in a bewildered fashion at the sodden face and short, squat figure of our visitor. For his part, having finished his meal, he pushed his plate from him, and, leaning back on the locker, looked at the empty bunks.

Roberts caught his eye, and, with a nod and a wave of his hand, indicated the bunks. The fellow rose from the locker, and, amid a breathless silence, climbed into one of them  Jem Dadds!

He slept in the dead sailors bed that night, the only man in the focsle who did sleep properly, and turned out heavily and lumpishly in the morning for breakfast.

The skipper had him on deck after the meal, but could make nothing of him. To all his questions he replied in the strange tongue of the night before, and, though our fellows had been to many ports, and knew a word or two of several languages, none of them recognized it. The skipper gave it up at last, and, left to himself, he stared about him for some time, regardless of our interest in his movements, and then, leaning heavily against the side of the ship, stayed there so long that we thought he must have fallen asleep.

Hes half-dead now! whispered Roberts.

Hush! said Bill, mebbe hes been in the water a week or two, and cant quite make it out. See how hes looking at it now.

He stayed on deck all day in the sun, but, as night came on, returned to the warmth of the focsle. The food we gave him remained untouched, and he took little or no notice of us, though I fancied that he saw the fear we had of him. He slept again in the dead mans bunk, and when morning came still lay there.

Until dinner-time, nobody interfered with him, and then Roberts, pushed forward by the others, approached him with some food. He motioned, it away with a dirty, bloated hand, and, making signs for water, drank it eagerly.

For two days he stayed there quietly, the black eyes always open, the stubby fingers always on the move. On the third morning Bill, who had conquered his fear sufficiently to give him water occasionally, called softly to us.

Come and look at him, said he. Whats the matter with him?

Hes dying! said the cook, with a shudder.

He cant be going to die yet! said Bill, blankly.

As he spoke the mans eyes seemed to get softer and more life-like, and he looked at us piteously and helplessly. From face to face he gazed in mute inquiry, and then, striking his chest feebly with his fist, uttered two words.

We looked at each other blankly, and he repeated them eagerly, and again touched his chest.

Its his name, said the cook, and we all repeated them.

He smiled in an exhausted fashion, and then, rallying his energies, held up a forefinger; as we stared at this new riddle, he lowered it, and held up all four fingers, doubled.

Come away, quavered the cook; hes putting a spell on us.

We drew back at that, and back farther still, as he repeated the motions. Then Bills face cleared suddenly, and he stepped towards him.

He means his wife and younkers! he shouted eagerly. This aint no Jem Dadd!

It was good then to see how our fellows drew round the dying sailor, and strove to cheer him. Bill, to show he understood the finger business, nodded cheerily, and held his hand at four different heights from the floor. The last was very low, so low that the man set his lips together, and strove to turn his heavy head from us.

Poor devil! said Bill, he wants us to tell his wife and children whats become of him. He must ha been dying when he come aboard. What was his name, again?

But the name was not easy to English lips, and we had already forgotten it.

Ask him again, said the cook, and write it down. Whos got a pen?

He went to look for one as Bill turned to the sailor to get him to repeat it. Then he turned round again, and eyed us blankly, for, by this time, the owner had himself forgotten it.


THE FOUR PIGEONS
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The old man took up his mug and shifted along the bench until he was in the shade of the elms that stood before the Cauliflower. The action also had the advantage of bringing him opposite the two strangers who were refreshing themselves after the toils of a long walk in the sun.

My hearing aint wot it used to be, he said, tremulously. When you asked me to have a mug o ale I ardly heard you; and if you was to ask me to ave another, I mightnt hear you at all.

One of the men nodded.

Not over there, piped the old man. Thats why I come over here, he added, after a pause. It ud be rude like to take no notice; if you was to ask me.

He looked round as the landlord approached, and pushed his mug gently in his direction. The landlord, obeying a nod from the second stranger, filled it.

It puts life into me, said the old man, raising it to his lips and bowing. It makes me talk.

Time we were moving, Jack, said the first traveller. The second, assenting to this as an abstract proposition, expressed, however, a determination to finish his pipe first.

I heard you saying something about shooting, continued the old man, and that reminds me of some shooting we ad here once in Claybury. Weve always ad a lot o game in these parts, and if it wasnt for a low, poaching fellow named Bob Pretty  Clayburys disgrace I call im  wed ave a lot more.

It happened in this way. Squire Rockett was going abroad to foreign parts for a year, and he let the Hall to a gentleman from London named Sutton. A real gentleman e was, open-anded and free, and just about October he ad a lot of is friends come down from London to elp im kill the pheasants.

The first day they frightened more than they killed, but they enjoyed theirselves all right until one gentleman, who adnt shot a single thing all day, shot pore Bill Chambers wot was beating with about a dozen more.

Bill got most of it in the shoulder and a little in the cheek, but the row he see fit to make youd ha thought hed been killed. He laid on the ground groaning with is eyes shut, and everybody thought e was dying till Henery Walker stooped down and asked im whether e was hurt.

It took four men to carry Bill ome, and he was that particular you wouldnt believe. They ad to talk in whispers, and when Peter Gubbins forgot imself and began to whistle he asked him where his art was. When they walked fast he said they jolted im, and when they walked slow e asked em whether theyd gone to sleep or wot.

Bill was in bed for nearly a week, but the gentleman was very nice about it and said that it was his fault. He was a very pleasant-spoken gentleman, and, arter sending Dr. Green to him and saying hed pay the bill, e gave Bill Chambers ten pounds to make up for is sufferings.

Bill ad intended to lay up for another week, and the doctor, wot ad been calling twice a day, said he wouldnt be responsible for is life if he didnt; but the ten pounds was too much for im, and one evening, just a week arter the accident, he turned up at this Cauliflower public-ouse and began to spend is money.

His face was bandaged up, and when e come in he walked feeble-like and spoke in a faint sort o voice. Smith, the landlord, got im a easy-chair and a couple of pillers out o the parlour, and Bill sat there like a king, telling us all his sufferings and wot it felt like to be shot.

I always have said wot a good thing beer is, and it done Bill more good than doctors medicine. When he came in he could ardly crawl, and at nine oclock e was out of the easy-chair and dancing on the table as well as possible. He smashed three mugs and upset about two pints o beer, but he just put his and in his pocket and paid for em without a word.

Theres plenty more where that came from, he ses, pulling out a handful o money.

Peter Gubbins looked at it, ardly able to speak. Its worth while being shot to ave all that money, he ses, at last.

Dont you worry yourself, Peter, ses Bob Pretty; theres plenty more of you asll be shot afore them gentlemen at the Hall as finished. Bills the fust, but e wont be the last  not by a long chalk.

Theyre more careful now, ses Dicky Weed, the tailor.

All right; ave it your own way, ses Bob, nasty-like. I dont know much about shooting, being ony a pore labourin man. All I know is I shouldnt like to go beating for them. Im too fond o my wife and family.

There wont be no more shot, ses Sam Jones.

Were too careful, ses Peter Gubbins.

Bob Pretty dont know everything, ses Dicky Weed.

Ill bet you what you like therell be some more of you shot, ses Bob Pretty, in a temper. Now, then.

Ow muchll you bet, Bob, ses Sam Jones, with a wink at the others. I can see you winking, Sam Jones, ses Bob Pretty, but Ill do more than bet. The last bet I won is still owing to me. Now, look ere; Ill pay you sixpence a week all the time youre beating if you promise to give me arf of wot you get if youre shot. I cant say fairer than that.

Will you give me sixpence a week, too? ses Henery Walker, jumping up.

I will, ses Bob; and anybody else that likes. And wots more, Ill pay in advance. Fust sixpences now.

Claybury men ave never been backward when theres been money to be made easy, and they all wanted to join Bob Prettys club, as he called it. But fust of all e asked for a pen and ink, and then he got Smith, the land-lord, being a scholard, to write out a paper for them to sign. Henery Walker was the fust to write is name, and then Sam Jones, Peter Gubbins, Ralph Thomson, Jem Hall, and Walter Bell wrote theirs. Bob stopped em then, and said six ud be enough to go on with; and then e paid up the sixpences and wished em luck.

Wot they liked amost as well as the sixpences was the idea o getting the better o Bob Pretty. As I said afore, he was a poacher, and that artful that up to that time nobody ad ever got the better of im.

They made so much fun of im the next night that Bob turned sulky and went off ome, and for two or three nights he ardly showed his face; and the next shoot they ad he went off to Wickham and nobody saw im all day.

That very day Henery Walker was shot. Several gentlemen fired at a rabbit that was started, and the next thing they knew Henery Walker was lying on the ground calling out that is leg ad been shot off.

He made more fuss than Bill Chambers amost, specially when they dropped im off a hurdle carrying him ome, and the things he said to Dr. Green for rubbing his ands as he came into the bedroom was disgraceful.

The fust Bob Pretty eard of it was up at the Cauliflower at eight oclock that evening, and he set down is beer and set off to see Henery as fast as is legs could carry im. Henery was asleep when e got there, and, do all he could, Bob Pretty couldnt wake im till he sat down gentle on is bad leg.
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Its ony me, old pal, he ses, smiling at im as Henery woke up and shouted at im to get up.

Henery Walker was going to say something bad, but e thought better of it, and he lay there arf busting with rage, and watching Bob out of the corner of one eye.

I quite forgot you was on my club till Smith reminded me of it, ses Bob. Dont you take a farthing less than ten pounds, Henery.

Henery Walker shut his eyes again. I forgot to tell you I made up my mind this morning not to belong to your club any more, Bob, he ses.

Why didnt you come and tell me, Henery, instead of leaving it till it was too late? ses Bob, shaking his ead at im.

I shall want all that money, ses Henery in a weak voice. I might ave to have a wooden leg, Bob.

Dont meet troubles arf way, Henery, ses Bob, in a kind voice. Ive no doubt Mr. Suttonll throw in a wooden leg if you want it, and look here, if he does, I wont trouble you for my arf of it.

He said good-night to Henery and went off, and when Mrs. Walker went up to see ow Henery was getting on he was carrying on that alarming that she couldnt do nothing with im.

He was laid up for over a week, though its my opinion he wasnt much hurt, and the trouble was that nobody knew which gentleman ad shot im. Mr. Sutton talked it over with them, and at last, arter a good deal o trouble, and Henery pulling up is trousers and showing them is leg till they was fair sick of the sight of it, they paid im ten pounds, the same as they ad Bill.

It took Bob Pretty two days to get his arf, but he kept very quiet about it, not wishing to make a fuss in the village for fear Mr. Sutton should get to hear of the club. At last he told Henery Walker that e was going to Wickham to see is lawyer about it, and arter Smith the landlord ad read the paper to Henery and explained ow hed very likely ave to pay more than the whole ten pounds then, e gave Bob his arf and said he never wanted to see im again as long as he lived.

Bob stood treat up at the Cauliflower that night, and said ow bad hed been treated. The tears stood in is eyes amost, and at last e said that if e thought there was going to be any more fuss of that kind hed wind up the club.

Its the best thing you can do, ses Sam Jones; Im not going to belong to it any longer, so I give you notice. If so be as I get shot I want the money for myself.

Me, too, ses Peter Gubbins; it ud fair break my art to give Bob Pretty five pounds. Id sooner give it to my wife.

All the other chaps said the same thing, but Bob pointed out to them that they ad taken their sixpences ony the night afore, and they must stay in for the week. He said that was the law. Some of em talked about giving im is sixpences back, but Bob said if they did they must pay up all the sixpences they had ad for three weeks. The end of it was they said theyd stay in for that week and not a moment longer.

The next day Sam Jones and Peter Gubbins altered their minds. Sam found a couple o shillings that his wife ad hidden in her Sunday bonnet, and Peter Gubbins opened is boys money-box to see ow much there was in it. They came up to the Cauliflower to pay Bob their eighteen-pences, but he wasnt there, and when they went to his ouse Mrs. Pretty said as ow hed gone off to Wickham and wouldnt be back till Saturday. So they ad to spend the money on beer instead.

That was on Tuesday, and things went on all right till Friday, when Mr. Sutton ad another shoot. The birds was getting scarce and the gentlemen that anxious to shoot them there was no olding them. Once or twice the keepers spoke to em about carefulness, and said wot large families theyd got, but it wasnt much good. They went on blazing away, and just at the corner of the wood Sam Jones and Peter Gubbins was both hit; Sam in the leg and Peter in the arm.

The noise that was made was awful  everybody shouting that they adnt done it, and all speaking at once, and Mr. Sutton was dancing about amost beside imself with rage. Pore Sam and Peter was elped along by the others; Sam being carried and Peter led, and both of em with the idea of getting all they could out of it, making such orrible noises that Mr. Sutton couldnt hear imself calling his friends names.

There seems to be wounded men calling out all over the place, he ses, in a temper.

I think there is another one over there, sir, ses one o the keepers, pointing.

Sam Jones and Peter Gubbins both left off to listen, and then they all heard it distinctly. A dreadful noise it was, and when Mr. Sutton and one or two more follered it up they found poor Walter Bell lying on is face in a bramble.

Wots the matter? ses Mr. Sutton, shouting at im.

Ive been shot from behind, ses Walter. Id got something in my boot, and I was just stooping down to fasten it up agin when I got it.

But there oughtnt to be anybody ere, ses Mr. Sutton to one of the keepers.

They get all over the place, sir, ses the keeper, scratching his ead. I fancied I eard a gun go off here a minute or two arter the others was shot.

I believe hes done it imself, says Mr. Sutton, stamping his foot.

I dont see ow he could, sir, ses the keeper, touching his cap and looking at Walter as was still lying with is face on is arms.

They carried Walter ome that way on a hurdle, and Dr. Green spent all the rest o that day picking shots out o them three men and telling em to keep still. He ad to do Sam Jones by candle-light, with Mrs. Jones olding the candle with one hand and crying with the other. Twice the doctor told her to keep it steady, and poor Sam ad only just passed the remark, How ot it was for October, when they discovered that the bed was on fire. The doctor said that Sam was no trouble. He got off of the bed by imself, and, when it was all over and the fire put out, the doctor found him sitting on the stairs with the leg of a broken chair in is hand calling for is wife.

Of course, there was a terrible to-do about it in Claybury, and up at the Hall, too. All of the gentlemen said as ow they hadnt done it, and Mr. Sutton was arf crazy with rage. He said that they ad made im the laughing-stock of the neighbourhood, and that they oughtnt to shoot with anything but pop-guns. They got to such high words over it that two of the gentlemen went off ome that very night.

There was a lot of talk up at the Cauliflower, too, and more than one pointed out ow lucky Bob Pretty was in getting four men out of the six in his club. As I said afore, Bob was away at the time, but he came back the next night and we ad the biggest row here you could wish for to see.

Henery Walker began it. I spose youve eard the dreadful news, Bob Pretty? he ses, looking at im.

I ave, ses Bob; and my art bled for em. I told you wot those gentlemen was like, didnt I? But none of you would believe me. Now you can see as I was right.

Its very strange, ses Henery Walker, looking round; its very strange that all of us wots been shot belonged to Bob Prettys precious club.

Its my luck, Henery, ses Bob, always was lucky from a child.

And I spose you think youre going to ave arf of the money they get? ses Henery Walker.

Dont talk about money while them pore chaps is suffering, ses Bob. Im surprised at you, Henery.

You wont ave a farthing of it, ses Henery Walker; and wots more, Bob Pretty, Im going to ave my five pounds back.

Dont you believe it, Henery, ses Bob, smiling at im.

Im going to ave my five pounds back, ses Henery, and you know why. I know wot your club was for now, and we was all a pack o silly fools not to see it afore.

Speak for yourself, Henery, ses John Biggs, who thought Henery was looking at im.

Ive been putting two and two together, ses Henery, looking round, and its as plain as the nose on your face. Bob Pretty hid up in the wood and shot us all himself!

For a moment you might ave heard a pin drop, and then there was such a noise nobody could hear theirselves speak. Everybody was shouting his ardest, and the ony quiet one there was Bob Pretty imself.

Poor Henery; hes gorn mad, he ses, shaking his ead.

Youre a murderer, ses Ralph Thomson, shaking is fist at him.

Henery Walkers gorn mad, ses Bob agin. Why, I aint been near the place. Theres a dozen menll swear that I was at Wickham each time these misfortunate accidents appened.

Men like you, theyd swear anything for a pot o beer, ses Henery. But Im not going to waste time talking to you, Bob Pretty. Im going straight off to tell Mr. Sutton.

I shouldnt do that if I was you, Henery, ses Bob.

I dessay, ses Henery Walker; but then you see I am.

I thought youd gorn mad, Henery, ses Bob, taking a drink o beer that somebody ad left on the table by mistake, and now Im sure of it. Why, if you tell Mr. Sutton that it wasnt his friends that shot them pore fellers he wont pay them anything. Taint likely e would, is it?

Henery Walker, wot ad been standing up looking fierce at im, sat down agin, struck all of a heap.

And he might want your ten pounds back, Henery, said Bob in a soft voice. And seeing as ow you was kind enough to give five to me, and spent most of the other, it ud come ard on you, wouldnt it? Always think afore you speak, Henery. I always do.

Henery Walker got up and tried to speak, but e couldnt, and he didnt get is breath back till Bob said it was plain to see that he adnt got a word to say for imself. Then he shook is fist at Bob and called im a low, thieving, poaching murderer.

Youre not yourself, Henery, ses Bob. When you come round youll be sorry for trying to take away the character of a pore labourin man with a ailing wife and a large family. But if you take my advice you wont say anything more about your wicked ideas; if you do, these pore fellers wont get a farthing. And youd better keep quiet about the club mates for their sakes. Other people might get the same crazy ideas in their silly eads as Henery. Keepers especially.

That was ony common sense; but, as John Biggs said, it did seem ard to think as ow Bob Pretty should be allowed to get off scot-free, and with Henery Walkers five pounds too. Theres one thing, he ses to Bob; you wont ave any of these other pore chaps money; and, if theyre men, they ought to make it up to Henery Walker for the money he as saved em by finding you out.

Theyve got to pay me fust, ses Bob. Im a pore man, but Ill stick up for my rights. As for me shooting em, theyd ha been urt a good deal more if Id done it  especially Mr. Henery Walker. Why, theyre hardly urt at all.

Dont answer im, Henery, ses John Biggs. You save your breath to go and tell Sam Jones and the others about it. Itll cheer em up.

And tell em about my arf, in case they get too cheerful and go overdoing it, ses Bob Pretty, stopping at the door. Good-night all.

Nobody answered im; and arter waiting a little bit Henery Walker set off to see Sam Jones and the others. John Biggs was quite right about its making em cheerful, but they see as plain as Bob imself that it ad got to be kept quiet. Till weve spent the money, at any rate, ses Walter Bell; then praps Mr. Sutton might get Bob locked up for it.

Mr. Sutton went down to see em all a day or two afterwards. The shooting-party was broken up and gone ome, but they left some money behind em. Ten pounds each they was to ave, same as the others, but Mr. Sutton said that he ad heard ow the other money was wasted at the Cauliflower, and e was going to give it out to em ten shillings a week until the money was gorn. He ad to say it over and over agin afore they understood im, and Walter Bell ad to stuff the bedcloes in is mouth to keep civil.

Peter Gubbins, with is arm tied up in a sling, was the fust one to turn up at the Cauliflower, and he was that down-arted about it we couldnt do nothing with im. He ad expected to be able to pull out ten golden sovereigns, and the disappintment was too much for im.

I wonder ow they heard about it, ses Dicky Weed.

I can tell you, ses Bob Pretty, wot ad been sitting up in a corner by himself, nodding and smiling at Peter, wot wouldnt look at im. A friend o mine at Wickham wrote to him about it. He was so disgusted at the way Bill Chambers and Henery Walker come up ere wasting their ard-earned money, that he sent im a letter, signed A Friend of the Working Man, telling im about it and advising im what to do.

A friend o yours? ses John Biggs, staring at im. What for?

I dont know, ses Bob; hes a wunnerful good scholard, and he likes writin letters. Hes going to write another to-morrer, unless I go over and stop im.

Another? ses Peter, who ad been tellin everybody that e wouldnt speak to im agin as long as he lived. Wot about?

About the idea that I shot you all, ses Bob. I want my character cleared. O course, they cant prove anything against me  Ive got my witnesses. But, taking one thing with another, I see now that it does look suspicious, and I dont suppose any of youll get any more of your money. Mr. Sutton is so sick o being laughed at, hell jump at anything.

You dursnt do it, Bob, ses Peter, all of a tremble.

It aint me, Peter, old pal, ses Bob, its my friend. But I dont mind stopping im for the sake of old times if I get my arf. Hed listen to me, I feel sure.

At fust Peter said he wouldnt get a farthing out of im if his friend wrote letters till Dooms-day; but by-and-by he thought better of it, and asked Bob to stay there while he went down to see Sam and Walter about it. When e came back hed got the fust weeks money for Bob Pretty; but he said he left Walter Bell carrying on like a madman, and, as for Sam Jones, he was that upset e didnt believe hed last out the night.


THE TEMPTATION OF SAMUEL BURGE
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Mr. Higgs, jeweller, sat in the small parlour behind his shop, gazing hungrily at a supper-table which had been laid some time before. It was a quarter to ten by the small town clock on the mantelpiece, and the jeweller rubbing his hands over the fire tried in vain to remember what etiquette had to say about starting a meal before the arrival of an expected guest.

He must be coming by the last train after all, sir, said the housekeeper entering the room and glancing at the clock. I suppose these London gentlemen keep such late hours they dont understand us country folk wanting to get to bed in decent time. You must be wanting your supper, sir.

Mr. Higgs sighed. I shall be glad of my supper, he said slowly, but I dare say our friend is hungrier still. Travelling is hungry work.

Perhaps he is thinking over his words for the seventh day, said the housekeeper solemnly. Forgetting hunger and thirst and all our poor earthly feelings in the blessedness of his work.

Perhaps so, assented the other, whose own earthly feelings were particularly strong just at that moment.

Brother Simpson used to forget all about meal-times when he stayed here, said the housekeeper, clasping her hands. He used to sit by the window with his eyes half-closed and shake his head at the smell from the kitchen and call it flesh-pots of Egypt. He said that if it wasnt for keeping up his strength for the work, luscious bread and fair water was all he wanted. I expect Brother Burge will be a similar sort of man.

Brother Clark wrote and told me that he only lives for the work, said the jeweller, with another glance at the clock. The chapel at Clerkenwell is crowded to hear him. Its a blessed favour and privilege to have such a selected instrument staying in the house. Im curious to see him; from what Brother Clark said I rather fancy that he was a little bit wild in his younger days.

Hallelujah! exclaimed the housekeeper with fervour. I mean to think as hes seen the error of his ways, she added sharply, as her master looked up.

There he is, said the latter, as the bell rang.

The housekeeper went to the side-door, and drawing back the bolt admitted the gentleman whose preaching had done so much for the small but select sect known as the Seventh Day Primitive Apostles. She came back into the room followed by a tall stout man, whose upper lip and short stubby beard streaked with grey seemed a poor match for the beady eyes which lurked behind a pair of clumsy spectacles.

Brother Samuel Burge? inquired the jeweller, rising.

The visitor nodded, and regarding him with a smile charged with fraternal love, took his hand in a huge grip and shook it fervently.

I am glad to see you, Brother Higgs, he said, regarding him fondly. Oh, ow my eyes have yearned to be set upon you! Oh, ow my ears ave longed to hearken unto the words of your voice!

He breathed thickly, and taking a seat sat with his hands upon his knees, looking at a fine piece of cold beef which the housekeeper had just placed upon the table.

Is Brother Clark well? inquired the jeweller, placing a chair for him at the table and taking up his carving-knife.

Dear Brother Clark is in excellent ealth, I thank you, said the other, taking the proffered chair. Oh! what a man he is; what a instrument for good. Always stretching out them blessed hands of is to make one of the fallen a Seventh Day Primitive.

And success attends his efforts? said the jeweller.

Success, Brother! repeated Mr. Burge, eating rapidly and gesticulating with his knife. Success aint no name for it. Why, since this day last week he has saved three pick-pockets, two Salvationists, one bigamist and a Roman Catholic.

Brother Higgs murmured his admiration. You are also a power for good, he said wistfully. Brother Clark tells me in his letter that your exhortations have been abundantly blessed.

Mr. Burge shook his head. A lot of it falls by the wayside, he said modestly, but some of it is an eye-opener to them as dont entirely shut their ears. Only the day before yesterday I ad two jemmies and a dark lantern sent me with a letter saying as ow the owner had no further use for em.

The jewellers eyes glistened with admiration not quite untinged with envy. Have you expounded the Word for long? he inquired.

Six months, replied the other. It come to me quite natural  I was on the penitent bench on the Saturday, and the Wednesday afterwards I preached as good a sermon as ever Ive preached in my life. Brother Clark said it took is breath away.

And hes a judge too, said the admiring jeweller.

Now, continued Brother Burge, helping himself plentifully to pickled walnuts. Now there aint standing room in our Bethel when Im expounding. People come to hear me from all parts  old and young  rich and poor  and the Apostles that dont come early ave to stand outside and catch the crumbs I throw em through the winders.

It is enough, sighed Brother Higgs, whose own audience was frequently content to be on the wrong side of the window, it is enough to make a man vain.

I struggle against it, Brother, said Mr. Burge, passing his cup up for some more tea. I fight against it hard, but once the Evil One was almost too much for me; and in spite of myself, and knowing besides that it was a plot of is, I nearly felt uplifted.

Brother Higgs, passing him some more beef, pressed for details.

He sent me two policemen, replied the other, scowling darkly at the meanness of the trick. One I might ave stood, but two come to being pretty near too much for me. They sat under me while I gave em the Word ot and strong, and the feeling I had standing up there and telling policemen what they ought to do I shall never forget.

But why should policemen make you proud? asked his puzzled listener.

Mr. Burge looked puzzled in his turn. Why, hasnt Brother Clark told you about me? he inquired.

Mr. Higgs shook his head. He sort of  suggested that  that you had been a little bit wild before you came to us, he murmured apologetically.

A  little  bit  wild? repeated Brother Burge, in horrified accents. ME? a little bit wild?

No doubt he exaggerated a little, said the jeweller hurriedly. Being such a good man himself, no doubt things would seem wild to him that wouldnt to us  to me, I mean.

A little bit wild, said his visitor again. Sam Burge, the Converted Burglar, a little bit wild. Well, well!

Converted what? shouted the jeweller, half-rising from his chair.

Burglar, said the other shortly. Why, I should think I know more about the inside o gaols than anybody in England; Ive pretty near killed three policemen, besides breaking a gents leg and throwing a footman out of window, and then Brother Clark goes and says Ive been a little bit wild. I wonder what he would ave?

But you  youve quite reformed now? said the jeweller, resuming his seat and making a great effort to hide his consternation.

I ope so, said Mr. Burge, with alarming humility; but its an uncertain world, and far be it from me to boast. Thats why Ive come here.

Mr. Higgs, only half-comprehending, sat back gasping.

If I can stand this, pursued Brother Burge, gesticulating wildly in the direction of the shop, if I can stand being here with all these ere pretty little things to be ad for the trouble of picking of em up, I can stand anything. Tempt me, I says to Brother Clark. Put me in the way o temptation, I says. Let me see whether the Evil One or me is the strongest; let me ave a good old up and down with the Powers o Darkness, and see who wins.

Mr. Higgs, gripping the edge of the table with both hands, gazed at this new Michael in speechless consternation.

I think I see his face now, said Brother Burge, with tender enthusiasm. All in a glow it was, and he patted me on the shoulder and says, Ill send you on a weeks mission to Duncombe, he says, and you shall stop with Brother Higgs who as a shop full o cunning wrought vanities in silver and gold.

But suppose, said the jeweller, finding his voice by a great effort, suppose victory is not given unto you.

It wont make any difference, replied his visitor. Brother Clark promised that it shouldnt. If you fall, Brother, he says, well help you up again. When you are tired of sin come back to us  theres always a welcome.

But began the dismayed jeweller.

We can only do our best, said Brother Burge, the rest we must leave. I ave girded my loins for the fray, and taken much spiritual sustenance on the way down from this little hymn-book.

Mr. Higgs paid no heed. He sat marvelling over the fatuousness of Brother Clark and trying to think of ways and means out of the dilemma into which that gentlemans perverted enthusiasm had placed him. He wondered whether it would be possible to induce Brother Burge to sleep elsewhere by offering to bear his hotel expenses, and at last, after some hesitation, broached the subject.

What! exclaimed the other, pushing his plate from him and regarding him with great severity. Go and sleep at a hotel? After Brother Clark has been and took all this trouble? Why, I wouldnt think of doing such a thing.

Brother Clark has no right to expose you to such a trial, said Mr. Higgs with great warmth.

I wonder what hed say if he eard you, remarked Mr. Burge sternly. After his going and making all these arrangements, for you to try and go and upset em. To ask me to shun the fight like a coward; to ask me to go and hide in the rear-ranks in a hotel with everything locked up, or a Coffer Pallis with nothing to steal.

I should sleep far more comfortably if I knew that you were not undergoing this tremendous strain, said the unhappy Mr. Higgs, and besides that, if you did give way, it would be a serious business for me  thats what I want you to look at. I am afraid that if  if unhappily you did fall, I couldnt prevent you.

Im sure you couldnt, said the other cordially. Thats the beauty of it; thats when the Evil Ones whispers get louder and louder. Why, I could choke you between my finger and thumb. If unfortunately my fallen nature should be too strong for me, dont interfere whatever you do. I mightnt be myself.

Mr. Higgs rose and faced him gasping.

Not even  call for  the police  I suppose, he jerked out.

That would be interfering, said Brother Burge coldly.

The jeweller tried to think. It was past eleven. The housekeeper had gone to spend the night with an ailing sister, and a furtive glance at Brother Burges small shifty eyes and fat unwholesome face was sufficient to deter him from leaving him alone with his property, while he went to ask the police to give an eye to his house for the night. Besides, it was more than probable that Mr. Burge would decline to allow such a proceeding. With a growing sense of his peril he resolved to try flattery.

It was a great thing for the Brethren to secure a man like you, he said.

I never thought theyd ha done it, said Mr. Burge frankly. Ive ad all sorts trying to convert me; crying over me and praying over me. I remember the first dear good man that called me a lorst lamb. He didnt say anything else for a month.

So upset, hazarded the jeweller.

I broke his jor, pore feller, said Brother Burge, a sad but withal indulgent smile lighting up his face at the vagaries of his former career. What time do you go to bed, Brother?

Any time, said the other reluctantly. I suppose you are tired with your journey?

Mr. Burge assented, and rising from his chair yawned loudly and stretched himself. In the small room with his huge arms raised he looked colossal.

I suppose, said the jeweller, still seeking to re-assure himself, I suppose dear Brother Clark felt pretty certain of you, else he wouldnt have sent you here?

Brother Clark said What is a jewellers shop compared with a uman soul, a priceless uman soul? replied Mr. Burge. What is a few gew-gaws to decorate them that perish, and make them vain, when you come to consider the opportunity of such a trial, and the good itll do and the draw itll be  if I do win  and testify to the congregation to that effect? Why, theres sermons for a lifetime in it.

So there is, said the jeweller, trying to look cheerful. Youve got a good face, Brother Burge, and youll do a lot of good by your preaching. There is honesty written in every feature.

Mr. Burge turned and surveyed himself in the small pier-glass. Yes, he said, somewhat discontentedly, I dont look enough like a burglar to suit some of em.

Some people are hard to please, said the other warmly.

Mr. Burge started and eyed him thoughtfully, and then as Mr. Higgs after some hesitation walked into the shop to turn the gas out, stood in the doorway watching him. A smothered sigh as he glanced round the shop bore witness to the state of his feelings.

The jeweller hesitated again in the parlour, and then handing Brother Burge his candle turned out the gas, and led the way slowly upstairs to the room which had been prepared for the honoured visitor. He shook hands at the door and bade him an effusive good-night, his voice trembling despite himself as he expressed a hope that Mr. Burge would sleep well. He added casually that he himself was a very light sleeper.

To-night sleep of any kind was impossible. He had given up the front room to his guest, and his own window looked out on an over-grown garden. He sat trying to read, with his ears alert for the slightest sound. Brother Burge seemed to be a long time undressing. For half an hour after he had retired he could hear him moving restlessly about his room.

Twelve oclock struck from the tower of the parish church, and was followed almost directly by the tall clock standing in the hall down-stairs. Scarcely had the sounds died away than a low moaning from the next room caused the affrighted jeweller to start from his chair and place his ear against the wall. Two or three hollow groans came through the plaster, followed by ejaculations which showed clearly that Brother Burge was at that moment engaged in a terrified combat with the Powers of Darkness to decide whether he should, or should not, rifle his hosts shop. His hands clenched and his ear pressed close to the wall, the jeweller listened to a monologue which increased in interest with every word.

I tell you I wont, said the voice in the next room with a groan, I wont. Get thee behind me  Get thee  No, and dont shove me over to the door; if you cant get behind me without doing that, stay where you are. Yes, I know its a fortune as well as what you do; but it aint mine.

The listener caught his breath painfully.

Diamond rings, continued Brother Burge in a suffocating voice. Stop it, I tell you. No, I wont just go and look at em.

A series of groans which the jeweller noticed to his horror got weaker and weaker testified to the greatness of the temptation. He heard Brother Burge rise, and then a succession of panting snarls seemed to indicate a fierce bodily encounter.

I dont  want to look at em, said Brother Burge in an exhausted voice. Whats  the good of  looking at em? Its like you, you know diamonds are my weakness. What does it matter if he is asleep? Whats my knife got to do with you?

Brother Higgs reeled back and a mist passed before his eyes. He came to himself at the sound of a door opening, and impelled with a vague idea of defending his property, snatched up his candle and looked out on to the landing.

The light fell on Brother Burge, fully dressed and holding his boots in his hand. For a moment they gazed at each other in silence; then the jeweller found his voice.

I thought you were ill, Brother, he faltered.

An ugly scowl lit up the others features. Dont you tell me any of your lies, he said fiercely. Youre watching me; thats what youre doing. Spying on me.

I thought that you were being tempted, confessed the trembling Mr. Higgs.

An expression of satisfaction which he strove to suppress appeared on Mr. Burges face.

So I was, he said sternly. So I was; but thats my business. I dont want your assistance; I can fight my own battles. You go to bed  Im going to tell the congregation I won the fight single-anded.

So you have, Brother, said the other eagerly; but its doing me good to see it. Its a lesson to me; a lesson to all of us the way you wrestled.

I thought you was asleep, growled Brother Burge, turning back to his room and speaking over his shoulder. You get back to bed; the fight aint half over yet. Get back to bed and keep quiet.

The door closed behind him, and Mr. Higgs, still trembling, regained his room and looked in agony at the clock. It was only half-past twelve and the sun did not rise until six. He sat and shivered until a second instalment of groans in the next room brought him in desperation to his feet.

Brother Burge was in the toils again, and the jeweller despite his fears could not help realizing what a sensation the story of his temptation would create. Brother Burge was now going round and round his room like an animal in a cage, and sounds as of a soul wrought almost beyond endurance smote upon the listeners quivering ear. Then there was a long silence more alarming even than the noise of the conflict. Had Brother Burge won, and was he now sleeping the sleep of the righteous, or  Mr. Higgs shivered and put his other ear to the wall. Then he heard his guest move stealthily across the floor; the boards creaked and the handle of the door turned.

Mr. Higgs started, and with a sudden flash of courage born of anger and desperation seized a small brass poker from the fire-place, and taking the candle in his other hand went out on to the landing again. Brother Burge was closing his door softly, and his face when he turned it upon the jeweller was terrible in its wrath. His small eyes snapped with fury, and his huge hands opened and shut convulsively.

What, agin! he said in a low growl. After all I told you!

Mr. Higgs backed slowly as he advanced.

No noise, said Mr. Burge in a dreadful whisper. One scream and Ill  What were you going to do with that poker?

He took a stealthy step forward.

I  I, began the jeweller. His voice failed him. Burglars, he mouthed, downstairs.

What? said the other, pausing.

Mr. Higgs threw truth to the winds. I heard them in the shop, he said, recovering, thats why I took up the poker. Cant you hear them?

Mr. Burge listened for the fraction of a second. Nonsense, he said huskily.

I heard them talking, said the other recklessly. Lets go down and call the police.

Call em from the winder, said Brother Burge, backing with some haste, they might ave pistols or something, and theyre ugly customers when theyre disturbed.

He stood with strained face listening.

Here they come, whispered the jeweller with a sudden movement of alarm.

Brother Burge turned, and bolting into his room clapped the door to and locked it. The jeweller stood dumbfounded on the landing; then he heard the window go up and the voice of Brother Burge, much strengthened by the religious exercises of the past six months, bellowing lustily for the police.

For a few seconds Mr. Higgs stood listening and wondering what explanation he should give. Still thinking, he ran downstairs, and, throwing open the pantry window, unlocked the door leading into the shop and scattered a few of his cherished possessions about the floor. By the time he had done this, people were already beating upon the street-door and exchanging hurried remarks with Mr. Burge at the window above. The jeweller shot back the bolts, and half-a-dozen neighbours, headed by the butcher opposite, clad in his nightgown and armed with a cleaver, burst into the passage. A constable came running up just as the pallid face of Brother Burge peered over the balusters. The constable went upstairs three at a time, and twisting his hand in the ex-burglars neck-cloth bore him backwards.

Ive got one, he shouted. Come up and hold him while I look round.

The butcher was beside him in a moment; Brother Burge struggling wildly, called loudly upon the name of Brother Higgs.

Thats all right, constable, said the latter, thats a friend of mine.

Friend o yours, sir? said the disappointed officer, still holding him.

The jeweller nodded. Mr. Samuel Burge the Converted Burglar, he said mechanically.

Conver   gasped the astonished constable. Converted burglar? Here!

He is a preacher now, added Mr. Higgs.

Preacher? retorted the constable. Why its as plain as a pikestaff. Confederates: his part was to go down and let em in.

Mr. Burge raised a piteous outcry. I hope you may be forgiven for them words, he cried piously.

What time did you go up to bed? pursued the constable.

About half-past eleven, replied Mr. Higgs.

The other grunted with satisfaction. And hes fully dressed, with his boots off, he remarked. Did you hear him go out of his room at all?

He did go out, said the jeweller truth-fully, but  

I thought so, said the constable, turning to his prisoner with affectionate solicitude. Now you come along o me. Come quietly, because itll be the best for you in the end.

You wont get your skull split open then, added the butcher, toying with his cleaver.

The jeweller hesitated. He had no desire to be left alone with Mr. Burge again; and a sense of humour, which many years association with the Primitive Apostles had not quite eradicated, strove for hearing.

Think of the sermon itll make, he said encouragingly to the frantic Mr. Burge, think of the congregation!

Brother Burge replied in language which he had not used in public since he had joined the Apostles. The butcher and another man stood guard over him while the constable searched the premises and made all secure again. Then with a final appeal to Mr. Higgs who was keeping in the background, he was pitched to the police-station by the energetic constable and five zealous assistants.

A diffidence, natural in the circumstances, prevented him from narrating the story of his temptation to the magistrates next morning, and Mr. Higgs was equally reticent. He was put back while the police communicated with London, and in the meantime Brother Clark and a band of Apostles flanked down to his support.

On his second appearance before the magistrates he was confronted with his past; and his past to the great astonishment of the Brethren being free from all blemish with the solitary exception of fourteen days for stealing milk-cans, he was discharged with a caution. The disillusioned Primitive Apostles also gave him his freedom.


THE MADNESS OF MR. LISTER
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Old Jem Lister, of the Susannah, was possessed of two devils  the love of strong drink and avarice  and the only thing the twain had in common was to get a drink without paying for it. When Mr. Lister paid for a drink, the demon of avarice masquerading as conscience preached a teetotal lecture, and when he showed signs of profiting by it, the demon of drink would send him hanging round public-house doors cadging for drinks in a way which his shipmates regarded as a slur upon the entire ships company. Many a healthy thirst reared on salt beef and tickled with strong tobacco had been spoiled by the sight of Mr. Lister standing by the entrance, with a propitiatory smile, waiting to be invited in to share it, and on one occasion they had even seen him (him, Jem Lister, A.B.) holding a horses head, with ulterior motives.

It was pointed out to Mr. Lister at last that his conduct was reflecting discredit upon men who were fully able to look after themselves in that direction, without having any additional burden thrust upon them. Bill Henshaw was the spokesman, and on the score of violence (miscalled firmness) his remarks left little to be desired. On the score of profanity, Bill might recall with pride that in the opinion of his fellows he had left nothing unsaid.

You ought to ha been a member o Parliament, Bill, said Harry Lea, when he had finished.

It wants money, said Henshaw, shaking his head.

Mr. Lister laughed, a senile laugh, but not lacking in venom.

Thats what weve got to say, said Henshaw, turning upon him suddenly. If theres anything I hate in this world, its a drinking miser. You know our opinion, and the best thing you can do is to turn over a new leaf now.

Take us all in to the Goat and Compasses, urged Lea; bring out some o those sovrins youve been hoarding.

Mr. Lister gazed at him with frigid scorn, and finding that the conversation still seemed to centre round his unworthy person, went up on deck and sat glowering over the insults which had been heaped upon him. His futile wrath when Bill dogged his footsteps ashore next day and revealed his character to a bibulous individual whom he had almost persuaded to be a Christian  from his point of view  bordered upon the maudlin, and he wandered back to the ship, wild-eyed and dry of throat.

For the next two months it was safe to say that every drink he had he paid for. His eyes got brighter and his complexion clearer, nor was he as pleased as one of the other sex might have been when the self-satisfied Henshaw pointed out these improvements to his companions, and claimed entire responsibility for them. It is probable that Mr. Lister, under these circumstances, might in time have lived down his taste for strong drink, but that at just that time they shipped a new cook.

He was a big, cadaverous young fellow, who looked too closely after his own interests to be much of a favourite with the other men forward. On the score of thrift, it was soon discovered that he and Mr. Lister had much in common, and the latter, pleased to find a congenial spirit, was disposed to make the most of him, and spent, despite the heat, much of his spare time in the galley.

You keep to it, said the greybeard impressively; money was made to be took care of; if you dont spend your money youve always got it. Ive always been a saving man  whats the result?

The cook, waiting some time in patience to be told, gently inquired what it was.

Ere am I, said Mr. Lister, good-naturedly helping him to cut a cabbage, at the age of sixty-two with a bank-book down below in my chest, with one hundered an ninety pounds odd in it.

One undered and ninety pounds! repeated the cook, with awe.

To say nothing of other things, continued Mr. Lister, with joyful appreciation of the effect he was producing. Altogether Ive got a little over four undered pounds.

The cook gasped, and with gentle firmness took the cabbage from him as being unfit work for a man of such wealth.

Its very nice, he said, slowly. Its very nice. Youll be able to live on it in your old age.

Mr. Lister shook his head mournfully, and his eyes became humid.

Theres no old age for me, he said, sadly; but you neednt tell them, and he jerked his thumb towards the forecastle.

No, no, said the cook.

Ive never been one to talk over my affairs, said Mr. Lister, in a low voice. Ive never yet took fancy enough to anybody so to do. No, my lad, Im saving up for somebody else.

What are you going to live on when youre past work then? demanded the other.

Mr. Lister took him gently by the sleeve, and his voice sank with the solemnity of his subject: Im not going to have no old age, he said, resignedly.

Not going to live! repeated the cook, gazing uneasily at a knife by his side. How do you know?

I went to a orsepittle in London, said Mr. Lister. Ive been to two or three altogether, while the money Ive spent on doctors is more than I like to think of, and theyre all surprised to think that Ive lived so long. Im so chock-full o complaints, that they tell me I cant live more than two years, and I might go off at any moment.

Well, youve got money, said the cook, why dont you knock off work now and spend the evenin of your life ashore? Why should you save up for your relatives?

Ive got no relatives, said Mr. Lister; Im all alone. I spose I shall leave my money to some nice young feller, and I hope itll do im good.

With the dazzling thoughts which flashed through the cooks brain the cabbage dropped violently into the saucepan, and a shower of cooling drops fell on both men.

I spose you take medicine? he said, at length.

A little rum, said Mr. Lister, faintly; the doctors tell me that it is the only thing that keeps me up  o course, the chaps down there   he indicated the forecastle again with a jerk of his head accuse me o taking too much.

What do ye take any notice of em for? inquired the other, indignantly.

I spose it is foolish, admitted Mr. Lister; but I dont like being misunderstood. I keep my troubles to myself as a rule, cook. I dont know whats made me talk to you like this. I eard the other day you was keeping company with a young woman.

Well, I wont say as I aint, replied the other, busying himself over the fire.

An the best thing, too, my lad, said the old man, warmly. It keeps you stiddy, keeps you out of public-ouses; not as they aint good in moderation  I ope youll be appy.

A friendship sprang up between the two men which puzzled the remainder of the crew not a little.

The cook thanked him, and noticed that Mr. Lister was fidgeting with a piece of paper.

A little something I wrote the other day, said the old man, catching his eye. If I let you see it, will you promise not to tell a soul about it, and not to give me no thanks?

The wondering cook promised, and, the old man being somewhat emphatic on the subject, backed his promise with a home made affidavit of singular power and profanity.

Here it is, then, said Mr. Lister.

The cook took the paper, and as he read the letters danced before him. He blinked his eyes and started again, slowly. In plain black and white and nondescript-coloured finger-marks, Mr. Lister, after a general statement as to his bodily and mental health, left the whole of his estate to the cook. The will was properly dated and witnessed, and the cooks voice shook with excitement and emotion as he offered to hand it back.

I dont know what Ive done for you to do this, he said.

Mr. Lister waved it away again. Keep it, he said, simply; while youve got it on you, youll know its safe.

From this moment a friendship sprang up between the two men which puzzled the remainder of the crew not a little. The attitude of the cook was as that of a son to a father: the benignancy of Mr. Lister beautiful to behold. It was noticed, too, that he had abandoned the reprehensible practice of hanging round tavern doors in favour of going inside and drinking the cooks health.
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For about six months the cook, although always in somewhat straitened circumstances, was well content with the tacit bargain, and then, bit by bit, the character of Mr. Lister was revealed to him. It was not a nice character, but subtle; and when he made the startling discovery that a will could be rendered invalid by the simple process of making another one the next day, he became as a man possessed. When he ascertained that Mr. Lister when at home had free quarters at the house of a married niece, he used to sit about alone, and try and think of ways and means of securing capital sunk in a concern which seemed to show no signs of being wound-up.

Ive got a touch of the art again, lad, said the elderly invalid, as they sat alone in the forecastle one night at Seacole.

You move about too much, said the cook. Why not turn in and rest?

Mr. Lister, who had not expected this, fidgeted. I think Ill go ashore a bit and try the air, he said, suggestively. Ill just go as far as the Black Horse and back. You wont have me long now, my lad.

No, I know, said the cook; thats whats worrying me a bit. Dont worry about me, said the old man, pausing with his hand on the others shoulder; Im not worth it. Dont look so glum, lad.

Ive got something on my mind, Jem, said the cook, staring straight in front of him.

What is it? inquired Mr. Lister.

You know what you told me about those pains in your inside? said the cook, without looking at him.

Jem groaned and felt his side.

And what you said about its being a relief to die, continued the other, only you was afraid to commit suicide?

Well? said Mr. Lister.

It used to worry me, continued the cook, earnestly. I used to say to myself, Poor old Jem, I ses, why should e suffer like this when he wants to die? It seemed ard.

It is ard, said Mr. Lister, but what about it?

The other made no reply, but looking at him for the first time, surveyed him with a troubled expression.

What about it? repeated Mr. Lister, with some emphasis.

You did say you wanted to die, didnt you? said the cook. Now suppose suppose  

Suppose what? inquired the old man, sharply. Why dont you say what youre agoing to say?

Suppose, said the cook, some one what liked you, Jem  what liked you, mind eard you say this over and over again, an see you sufferin and eard you groanin and not able to do nothin for you except lend you a few shillings here and there for medicine, or stand you a few glasses o rum; suppose they knew a chap in a chemists shop?

Suppose they did? said the other, turning pale.

A chap what knows all about pisons, continued the cook, pisons what a man can take without knowing it in is grub. Would it be wrong, do you think, if that friend I was speaking about put it in your food to put you out of your misery?

Wrong, said Mr. Lister, with glassy eyes. Wrong. Look ere, cook

I dont mean anything to give him pain, said the other, waving his hand; you aint felt no pain lately, ave you, Jem?

Do you mean to say! shouted Mr. Lister.

I dont mean to say anything, said the cook. Answer my question. You aint felt no pain lately, ave you?

Have  you  been  putting  pison  in  my  wittles? demanded Mr. Lister, in trembling accents.

If I ad, Jem, supposin that I ad, said the cook, in accents of reproachful surprise, do you mean to say that youd mind?

MIND, said Mr. Lister, with fervour. Id ave you ung!

But you said you wanted to die, said the surprised cook.

Mr. Lister swore at him with startling vigour. Ill ave you ung, he repeated, wildly.

Me, said the cook, artlessly. What for?

For giving me pison, said Mr. Lister, frantically. Do you think you can deceive me by your roundabouts? Do you think I cant see through you?

The other with a sphinx-like smile sat unmoved. Prove it, he said, darkly. But supposin if anybody ad been givin you pison, would you like to take something to prevent its acting?

Id take gallons of it, said Mr. Lister, feverishly.

The other sat pondering, while the old man watched him anxiously. Its a pity you dont know your own mind, Jem, he said, at length; still, you know your own business best. But its very expensive stuff.

How much? inquired the other.

Well, they wont sell more than two shillings-worth at a time, said the cook, trying to speak carelessly, but if you like to let me ave the money, Ill go ashore to the chemists and get the first lot now.

Mr. Listers face was a study in emotions, which the other tried in vain to decipher.

Then he slowly extracted the amount from his trousers-pocket, and handed it over with-out a word.

Ill go at once, said the cook, with a little feeling, and Ill never take a man at his word again, Jem.

He ran blithely up on deck, and stepping ashore, spat on the coins for luck and dropped them in his pocket. Down below, Mr. Lister, with his chin in his hand, sat in a state of mind pretty evenly divided between rage and fear.

The cook, who was in no mood for company, missed the rest of the crew by two public-houses, and having purchased a babys teething powder and removed the label, had a congratulatory drink or two before going on board again. A chatter of voices from the forecastle warned him that the crew had returned, but the tongues ceased abruptly as he descended, and three pairs of eyes surveyed him in grim silence.

Whats up? he demanded.

Wot ave you been doin to poor old Jem? demanded Henshaw, sternly.

Nothin, said the other, shortly.

You aint been pisoning im? demanded Henshaw.

Certainly not, said the cook, emphatically.

He ses you told im you pisoned im, said Henshaw, solemnly, and e give you two shillings to get something to cure im. Its too late now.

What? stammered the bewildered cook. He looked round anxiously at the men.

They were all very grave, and the silence became oppressive. Where is he? he demanded.

Henshaw and the others exchanged glances. Hes gone mad, said he, slowly.

Mad? repeated the horrified cook, and, seeing the aversion of the crew, in a broken voice he narrated the way in which he had been victimized.

Well, youve done it now, said Henshaw, when he had finished. Hes gone right orf is ed.

Where is he? inquired the cook.

Where you cant follow him, said the other, slowly.

Heaven? hazarded the unfortunate cook. No; skippers bunk, said Lea.

Oh, cant I foller im? said the cook, starting up. Ill soon ave im out o that.

Better leave im alone, said Henshaw. He was that wild we couldnt do nothing with im, singing an larfin and crying all together  I certainly thought he was pisoned.

Ill swear I aint touched him, said the cook.

Well, youve upset his reason, said Henshaw; therell be an awful row when the skipper comes aboard and finds im in is bed.

Well, come an elp me to get im out, said the cook.

I aint going to be mixed up in it, said Henshaw, shaking his head.

Dont you, Bill, said the other two.

Wot the skipperll say I dont know, said Henshaw; anyway, itll be said to you, not  

Ill go and get im out if e was five madmen, said the cook, compressing his lips.

Youll harve to carry im out, then, said Henshaw. I dont wish you no arm, cook, and perhaps it would be as well to get im out afore the skipper or mate comes aboard. If it was me, I know what I should do.

What? inquired the cook, breathlessly.

Draw a sack over his head, said Henshaw, impressively; hell scream like blazes as soon as you touch him, and rouse the folks ashore if you dont. Besides that, if you draw it well down itll keep his arms fast.

The cook thanked him fervently, and routing out a sack, rushed hastily on deck, his departure being the signal for Mr. Henshaw and his friends to make preparations for retiring for the night so hastily as almost to savour of panic.

The cook, after a hasty glance ashore, went softly below with the sack over his arm and felt his way in the darkness to the skippers bunk. The sound of deep and regular breathing reassured him, and without undue haste he opened the mouth of the sack and gently raised the sleepers head.

Eh? Wha   began a sleepy voice.

The next moment the cook had bagged him, and gripping him tightly round the middle, turned a deaf ear to the smothered cries of his victim as he strove to lift him out of the bunk. In the exciting time which followed, he had more than one reason for thinking that he had caught a centipede.

Now, you keep still, he cried, breathlessly. Im not going to hurt you.

He got his burden out of bed at last, and staggered to the foot of the companion-ladder with it. Then there was a halt, two legs sticking obstinately across the narrow way and refusing to be moved, while a furious humming proceeded from the other end of the sack.

Four times did the exhausted cook get his shoulder under his burden and try and push it up the ladder, and four times did it wriggle and fight its way down again. Half crazy with fear and rage, he essayed it for the fifth time, and had got it half-way up when there was a sudden exclamation of surprise from above, and the voice of the mate sharply demanding an explanation.

What the blazes are you up to? he cried.

Its all right, sir, said the panting cook; old Jems had a drop too much and got down aft, and Im getting im forard again.

Jem? said the astonished mate. Why, hes sitting up here on the fore-hatch. He came aboard with me.

Sitting, began the horrified cook; sit  oh, lor!

He stood with his writhing burden wedged between his body and the ladder, and looked up despairingly at the mate.

Im afraid Ive made a mistake, he said in a trembling voice.

The mate struck a match and looked down.

Take that sack off, he demanded, sternly.

The cook placed his burden upon its feet, and running up the ladder stood by the mate shivering. The latter struck another match, and the twain watched in breathless silence the writhings of the strange creature below as the covering worked slowly upwards. In the fourth match it got free, and revealed the empurpled visage of the master of the Susannah. For the fraction of a second the cook gazed at him in speechless horror, and then, with a hopeless cry, sprang ashore and ran for it, hotly pursued by his enraged victim. At the time of sailing he was still absent, and the skipper, loth to part two such friends, sent Mr. James Lister, at the urgent request of the anxious crew, to look for him.


THE WHITE CAT
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The traveller stood looking from the tap-room window of the Cauliflower at the falling rain. The village street below was empty, and everything was quiet with the exception of the garrulous old man smoking with much enjoyment on the settle behind him.

Itll do a power o good, said the ancient, craning his neck round the edge of the settle and turning a bleared eye on the window. I aint like some folk; I never did mind a drop o rain.

The traveller grunted and, returning to the settle opposite the old man, fell to lazily stroking a cat which had strolled in attracted by the warmth of the small fire which smouldered in the grate.

Hes a good mouser, said the old man, but I expect that Smith the landlord would sell im to anybody for arf a crown; but we ad a cat in Claybury once that you couldnt ha bought for a hundred golden sovereigns.

The traveller continued to caress the cat.

A white cat, with one yaller eye and one blue one, continued the old man. It sounds queer, but its as true as I sit ere wishing that I ad another mug o ale as good as the last you gave me.

The traveller, with a start that upset the cats nerves, finished his own mug, and then ordered both to be refilled. He stirred the fire into a blaze, and, lighting his pipe and putting one foot on to the hob, prepared to listen.

It used to belong to old man Clark, young Joe Clarks uncle, said the ancient, smacking his lips delicately over the ale and extending a tremulous claw to the tobacco-pouch pushed towards him; and he was never tired of showing it off to people. He used to call it is blue-eyed darling, and the fuss e made o that cat was sinful.

Young Joe Clark couldnt bear it, but being down in is uncles will for five cottages and a bit o land bringing in about forty pounds a year, he ad to ide his feelings and pretend as he loved it. He used to take it little drops o cream and tit-bits o meat, and old Clark was so pleased that e promised im that he should ave the cat along with all the other property when e was dead.

Young Joe said he couldnt thank im enough, and the old man, who ad been ailing a long time, made im come up every day to teach im ow to take care of it arter he was gone. He taught Joe ow to cook its meat and then chop it up fine; ow it liked a clean saucer every time for its milk; and ow he wasnt to make a noise when it was asleep.

Take care your children dont worry it, Joe, he ses one day, very sharp. One o your boys was pulling its tail this morning, and I want you to clump his ead for im.

Which one was it? ses Joe.

The slobbery-nosed one, ses old Clark.

Ill give im a clout as soon as I get ome, ses Joe, who was very fond of is children.

Go and fetch im and do it ere, ses the old man; thatll teach im to love animals.

Joe went off ome to fetch the boy, and arter his mother ad washed his face, and wiped his nose, an put a clean pinneyfore on im, he took im to is uncles and clouted his ead for im. Arter that Joe and is wife ad words all night long, and next morning old Clark, coming in from the garden, was just in time to see im kick the cat right acrost the kitchen.

He could ardly speak for a minute, and when e could Joe see plain wot a fool hed been. Fust of all e called Joe every name he could think of  which took im a long time  and then he ordered im out of is house.

You shall ave my money wen your betters have done with it, he ses, and not afore. Thats all youve done for yourself.

Joe Clark didnt know wot he meant at the time, but when old Clark died three months arterwards e found out. His uncle ad made a new will and left everything to old George Barstow for as long as the cat lived, providing that he took care of it. When the cat was dead the property was to go to Joe.

The cat was only two years old at the time, and George Barstow, who was arf crazy with joy, said it shouldnt be is fault if it didnt live another twenty years.

The funny thing was the quiet way Joe Clark took it. He didnt seem to be at all cut up about it, and when Henery Walker said it was a shame, e said he didnt mind, and that George Barstow was a old man, and he was quite welcome to ave the property as long as the cat lived.

It must come to me by the time Im an old man, he ses, ard thats all I care about.

Henery Walker went off, and as e passed the cottage where old Clark used to live, and which George Barstow ad moved into, e spoke to the old man over the palings and told im wot Joe Clark ad said. George Barstow only grunted and went on stooping and prying over is front garden.

Bin and lost something? ses Henery Walker, watching im.

No; Im finding, ses George Barstow, very fierce, and picking up something. Thats the fifth bit o powdered liver Ive found in my garden this morning.

Henery Walker went off whistling, and the opinion hed ad o Joe Clark began to improve. He spoke to Joe about it that arternoon, and Joe said that if e ever accused im o such a thing again hed knock is ead off. He said that he oped the cat ud live to be a hundred, and that ed no more think of giving it poisoned meat than Henery Walker would of paying for is drink so long as e could get anybody else to do it for im.

They ad bets up at this ere Cauliflower public-ouse that evening as to ow long that cat ud live. Nobody gave it more than a month, and Bill Chambers sat and thought o so many ways o killing it on the sly that it was wunnerful to hear im.

George Barstow took fright when he eard of them, and the care e took o that cat was wunnerful to behold. Arf its time it was shut up in the back bedroom, and the other arf George Barstow was fussing arter it till that cat got to hate im like pison. Instead o giving up work as hed thought to do, e told Henery Walker that ed never worked so ard in his life.

Wot about fresh air and exercise for it? ses Henery.

Wot about Joe Clark? ses George Bar-stow. Im tied and and foot. I dursent leave the house for a moment. I aint been to the Cauliflower since Ive ad it, and three times I got out o bed last night to see if it was safe.

Mark my words, ses Henery Walker; if that cat dont ave exercise, youll lose it.

I shall lose it if it does ave exercise, ses George Barstow, that I know.

He sat down thinking arter Henery Walker ad gone, and then he ad a little collar and chain made for it, and took it out for a walk. Pretty nearly every dog in Claybury went with em, and the cat was in such a state o mind afore they got ome he couldnt do anything with it. It ad a fit as soon as they got indoors, and George Barstow, who ad read about childrens fits in the almanac, gave it a warm bath. It brought it round immediate, and then it began to tear round the room and up and downstairs till George Barstow was afraid to go near it.
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It was so bad that evening, sneezing, that George Barstow sent for Bill Chambers, whod got a good name for doctoring animals, and asked im to give it something. Bill said hed got some powders at ome that would cure it at once, and he went and fetched em and mixed one up with a bit o butter.

Thats the way to give a cat medicine, he ses; smear it with the butter and then itll lick it off, powder and all.

He was just going to rub it on the cat when George Barstow caught old of is arm and stopped im.

How do I know it aint pison? he ses. Youre a friend o Joe Clarks, and for all I know he may ha paid you to pison it.

I wouldnt do such a thing, ses Bill. You ought to know me better than that.

All right, ses George Barstow; you eat it then, and Ill give you two shillings in stead o one. You can easy mix some more.

Not me, ses Bill Chambers, making a face.

Well, three shillings, then, ses George Barstow, getting more and more suspicious like; four shillings  five shillings.

Bill Chambers shook his ead, and George Barstow, more and more certain that he ad caught im trying to kill is cat and that e wouldnt eat the stuff, rose im up to ten shillings.

Bill looked at the butter and then e looked at the ten shillings on the table, and at last he shut is eyes and gulped it down and put the money in is pocket.

You see, I ave to be careful, Bill, ses George Barstow, rather upset.

Bill Chambers didnt answer im. He sat there as white as a sheet, and making such extraordinary faces that George was arf afraid of im.

Anything wrong, Bill? he ses at last.

Bill sat staring at im, and then all of a sudden he clapped is andkerchief to is mouth and, getting up from his chair, opened the door and rushed out. George Barstow thought at fust that he ad eaten pison for the sake o the ten shillings, but when e remembered that Bill Chambers ad got the most delikit stummick in Claybury he altered is mind.

The cat was better next morning, but George Barstow had ad such a fright about it e wouldnt let it go out of is sight, and Joe Clark began to think that e would ave to wait longer for that property than e had thought, arter all. To ear im talk anybodyd ha thought that e loved that cat. We didnt pay much attention to it up at the Cauliflower ere, except maybe to wink at im  a thing he couldnt a bear  but at ome, o course, his young uns thought as everything he said was Gospel; and one day, coming ome from work, as he was passing George Barstows he was paid out for his deceitfulness.

Ive wronged you, Joe Clark, ses George Barstow, coming to the door, and Im sorry for it.

Oh! ses Joe, staring.

Give that to your little Jimmy, ses George Barstow, giving im a shilling. Ive give im one, but I thought arterwards it wasnt enough.

What for? ses Joe, staring at im agin.

For bringing my cat ome, ses George Barstow. Ow it got out I cant think, but I lost it for three hours, and Id about given it up when your little Jimmy brought it to me in is arms. Hes a fine little chap and e does you credit.

Joe Clark tried to speak, but he couldnt get a word out, and Henery Walker, wot ad just come up and eard wot passed, took hold of is arm and helped im home. He walked like a man in a dream, but arf-way he stopped and cut a stick from the hedge to take ome to little Jimmy. He said the boy ad been asking him for a stick for some time, but up till then ed always forgotten it.

At the end o the fust year that cat was still alive, to everybodys surprise; but George Barstow took such care of it e never let it out of is sight. Every time e went out he took it with im in a hamper, and, to prevent its being pisoned, he paid Isaac Sawyer, who ad the biggest family in Claybury, sixpence a week to let one of is boys taste its milk before it had it.

The second year it was ill twice, but the horse-doctor that George Barstow got for it said that it was as ard as nails, and with care it might live to be twenty. He said that it wanted more fresh air and exercise; but when he eard ow George Barstow come by it he said that praps it would live longer indoors arter all.

At last one day, when George Barstow ad been living on the fat o the land for nearly three years, that cat got out agin. George ad raised the front-room winder two or three inches to throw something outside, and, afore he knew wot was appening, the cat was out-side and going up the road about twenty miles an hour.

George Barstow went arter it, but he might as well ha tried to catch the wind. The cat was arf wild with joy at getting out agin, and he couldnt get within arf a mile of it.

He stayed out all day without food or drink, follering it about until it came on dark, and then, o course, he lost sight of it, and, hoping against ope that it would come home for its food, he went ome and waited for it. He sat up all night dozing in a chair in the front room with the door left open, but it was all no use; and arter thinking for a long time wot was best to do, he went out and told some o the folks it was lost and offered a reward of five pounds for it.

You never saw such a hunt then in all your life. Nearly every man, woman, and child in Claybury left their work or school and went to try and earn that five pounds. By the arternoon George Barstow made it ten pounds provided the cat was brought ome safe and sound, and people as was too old to walk stood at their cottage doors to snap it up as it came by.

Joe Clark was hunting for it igh and low, and so was is wife and the boys. In fact, I blieve that everybody in Claybury excepting the parson and Bob Pretty was trying to get that ten pounds.

O course, we could understand the parson is pride wouldnt let im; but a low, poaching, thieving rascal like Bob Pretty turning up is nose at ten pounds was more than we could make out. Even on the second day, when George Barstow made it ten pounds down and a shilling a week for a year besides, he didnt offer to stir; all he did was to try and make fun o them as was looking for it.

Have you looked everywhere you can think of for it, Bill? he ses to Bill Chambers. Yes, I ave, ses Bill.

Well, then, you want to look everywhere else, ses Bob Pretty. I know where I should look if I wanted to find it.

Why dont you find it, then? ses Bill.

Cos I dont want to make mischief, ses Bob Pretty. I dont want to be unneighbourly to Joe Clark by interfering at all.

Not for all that money? ses Bill.

Not for fifty pounds, ses Bob Pretty; you ought to know me better than that, Bill Chambers.

Its my belief that you know more about where that cat is than you ought to, ses Joe Gubbins.

You go on looking for it, Joe, ses Bob Pretty, grinning; its good exercise for you, and youve only lost two days work.

Ill give you arf a crown if you let me search your ouse, Bob, ses Bill Chambers, looking at im very ard.

I couldnt do it at the price, Bill, ses Bob Pretty, shaking his ead. Im a pore man, but Im very partikler who I ave come into my ouse.

O course, everybody left off looking at once when they heard about Bob  not that they believed that hed be such a fool as to keep the cat in his ouse; and that evening, as soon as it was dark, Joe Clark went round to see im.

Dont tell me as that cats found, Joe, ses Bob Pretty, as Joe opened the door.

Not as Ive eard of, said Joe, stepping inside. I wanted to speak to you about it; the sooner its found the better I shall be pleased.

It does you credit, Joe Clark, ses Bob Pretty.

Its my belief that its dead, ses Joe, looking at im very ard; but I want to make sure afore taking over the property.

Bob Pretty looked at im and then he gave a little cough. Oh, you want it to be found dead, he ses. Now, I wonder whether that cats worth most dead or alive?

Joe Clark coughed then. Dead, I should think, he ses at last. George Barstows just ad bills printed offering fifteen pounds for it, ses Bob Pretty.

Ill give that or more when I come into the property, ses Joe Clark.

Theres nothing like ready-money, though, is there? ses Bob.

Ill promise it to you in writing, Bob, ses Joe, trembling.

Theres some things that dont look well in writing, Joe, says Bob Pretty, considering; besides, why should you promise it to me?

O course, I meant if you found it, ses Joe.

Well, Ill do my best, Joe, ses Bob Pretty; and none of us can do no more than that, can they?

They sat talking and argufying over it for over an hour, and twice Bob Pretty got up and said e was going to see whether George Barstow wouldnt offer more. By the time they parted they was as thick as thieves, and next morning Bob Pretty was wearing Joe Clarks watch and chain, and Mrs. Pretty was up at Joes ouse to see whether there was any of is furniture as she ad a fancy for.

She didnt seem to be able to make up er mind at fust between a chest o drawers that ad belonged to Joes mother and a grand-father clock. She walked from one to the other for about ten minutes, and then Bob, who ad come in to elp her, told er to ave both.

Youre quite welcome, he ses; aint she, Joe?

Joe Clark said Yes, and arter he ad helped them carry em ome the Prettys went back and took the best bedstead to pieces, cos Bob said as it was easier to carry that way. Mrs. Clark ad to go and sit down at the bottom o the garden with the neck of er dress undone to give herself air, but when she saw the little Prettys each walking ome with one of er best chairs on their eads she got and walked up and down like a mad thing.

Im sure I dont know where we are to put it all, ses Bob Pretty to Joe Gubbins, wot was looking on with other folks, but Joe Clark is that generous he wont ear of our leaving anything.

Has e gorn mad? ses Bill Chambers, staring at im.

Not as I knows on, ses Bob Pretty. Its is good-artedness, thats all. He feels sure that that cats dead, and that hell ave George Barstows cottage and furniture. I told im hed better wait till hed made sure, but e wouldnt.

Before theyd finished the Prettys ad picked that ouse as clean as a bone, and Joe Clark ad to go and get clean straw for his wife and children to sleep on; not that Mrs. Clark ad any sleep that night, nor Joe neither.

Henery Walker was the fust to see what it really meant, and he went rushing off as fast as e could run to tell George Barstow. George couldnt believe im at fust, but when e did he swore that if a air of that cats head was harmed ed ave the law o Bob Pretty, and arter Henery Walker ad gone e walked round to tell im so.

Youre not yourself, George Barstow, else you wouldnt try and take away my character like that, ses Bob Pretty.

Wot did Joe Clark give you all them things for? ses George, pointing to the furniture.

Took a fancy to me, I spose, ses Bob. People do sometimes. Theres something about me at times that makes em like me.

He gave em to you to kill my cat, ses George Barstow. Its plain enough for any-body to see.

Bob Pretty smiled. I expect itll turn up safe and sound one o these days, he ses, and then youll come round and beg my pardon. Praps

Praps wot? ses George Barstow, arter waiting a bit.

Praps somebody as got it and is keeping it till youve drawed the fifteen pounds out o the bank, ses Bob, looking at im very hard.

Ive taken it out o the bank, ses George, starting; if that cats alive, Bob, and youve got it, theres the fifteen pounds the moment you and it over.

Wot dye mean  me got it? ses Bob Pretty. You be careful o my character.

I mean if you know where it is, ses George Barstow trembling all over.

I dont say I couldnt find it, if thats wot you mean, ses Bob. I can ginrally find things when I want to.

You find me that cat, alive and well, and the moneys yours, Bob, ses George, ardly able to speak, now that e fancied the cat was still alive.

Bob Pretty shook his ead. No; that wont do, he ses. Spose I did ave the luck to find that pore animal, youd say Id had it all the time and refuse to pay.

I swear I wouldnt, Bob, ses George Barstow, jumping up.

Best thing you can do if you want me to try and find that cat, says Bob Pretty, is to give me the fifteen pounds now, and Ill go and look for it at once. I cant trust you, George Barstow.

And I cant trust you, ses George Barstow.

Very good, ses Bob, getting up; theres no arm done. Praps Joe Clark ll find the cat is dead and praps youll find its alive. Its all one to me.

George Barstow walked off ome, but he was in such a state o mind e didnt know wot to do. Bob Pretty turning up is nose at fifteen pounds like that made im think that Joe Clark ad promised to pay im more if the cat was dead; and at last, arter worrying about it for a couple o hours, e came up to this ere Cauliflower and offered Bob the fifteen pounds.

Wots this for? ses Bob.

For finding my cat, ses George.

Look here, ses Bob, handing it back, Ive ad enough o your insults; I dont know where your cat is.

I mean for trying to find it, Bob, ses George Barstow.

Oh, well, I dont mind that, ses Bob, taking it. Im a ard-working man, and Ive got to be paid for my time; its ony fair to my wife and children. Ill start now.

He finished up is beer, and while the other chaps was telling George Barstow wot a fool he was Joe Clark slipped out arter Bob Pretty and began to call im all the names he could think of.

Dont you worry, ses Bob; the cat aint found yet.

Is it dead? ses Joe Clark, ardly able to speak.

Ow should I know? ses Bob; thats wot Ive got to try and find out. Thats wot you gave me your furniture for, and wot George Barstow gave me the fifteen pounds for, aint it? Now, dont you stop me now, cos Im goin to begin looking.

He started looking there and then, and for the next two or three days George Barstow and Joe Clark see im walking up and down with his ands in is pockets looking over garden fences and calling Puss. He asked everybody e see whether they ad seen a white cat with one blue eye and one yaller one, and every time e came into the Cauliflower he put his ead over the bar and called Puss, cos, as e said, it was as likely to be there as anywhere else.

It was about a week after the cat ad disappeared that George Barstow was standing at is door talking to Joe Clark, who was saying the cat must be dead and e wanted is property, when he sees a man coming up the road carrying a basket stop and speak to Bill Chambers. Just as e got near them an awful miaow come from the basket and George Barstow and Joe Clark started as if theyd been shot.

Hes found it? shouts Bill Chambers, pointing to the man.

Its been living with me over at Ling for a week pretty nearly, ses the man. I tried to drive it away several times, not knowing that there was fifteen pounds offered for it.

George Barstow tried to take old of the basket.

I want that fifteen pounds fust, ses the man.

Thats ony right and fair, George, ses Bob Pretty, who ad just come up. Youve got all the luck, mate. Weve been hunting igh and low for that cat for a week.

Then George Barstow tried to explain to the man and call Bob Pretty names at the same time; but it was all no good. The man said it ad nothing to do with im wot he ad paid to Bob Pretty; and at last they fetched Policeman White over from Cudford, and George Barstow signed a paper to pay five shillings a week till the reward was paid.

George Barstow ad the cat for five years arter that, but he never let it get away agin. They got to like each other in time and died within a fortnight of each other, so that Joe Clark got is property arter all.


SHORT CRUISES
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THE CHANGELING

MR. GEORGE HENSHAW let himself in at the front door, and stood for some time wiping his boots on the mat The little house was ominously still, and a faint feeling, only partially due to the lapse of time since breakfast, manifested itself behind his waistcoat. He coughed  a matter-of-fact cough  and, with an attempt to hum a tune, hung his hat on the peg and entered the kitchen.

Mrs. Henshaw had just finished dinner. The neatly cleaned bone of a chop was on a plate by her side; a small dish which had contained a rice-pudding was empty; and the only food left on the table was a small rind of cheese and a piece of stale bread. Mr. Henshaws face fell, but he drew his chair up to the table and waited.

His wife regarded him with a fixed and offensive stare. Her face was red and her eyes were blazing. It was hard to ignore her gaze; harder still to meet it. Mr. Henshaw, steering a middle course, allowed his eyes to wander round the room and to dwell, for the fraction of a second, on her angry face.

Youve had dinner early? he said at last, in a trembling voice.

Have I? was the reply.

Mr. Henshaw sought for a comforting explanation. Clocks fast, he said, rising and adjusting it.

His wife rose almost at the same moment, and with slow deliberate movements began to clear the table.

What  what about dinner? said Mr. Henshaw, still trying to control his fears.

Dinner! repeated Mrs. Henshaw, in a terrible voice. You go and tell that creature you were on the bus with to get your dinner.

Mr. Henshaw made a gesture of despair. I tell you, he said emphatically, it wasnt me. I told you so last night. You get an idea in your head and

Thatll do, said his wife, sharply. I saw you, George Henshaw, as plain as I see you now. You were tickling her ear with a bit o straw, and that good-for-nothing friend of yours, Ted Stokes, was sitting behind with another beauty. Nice way o going on, and me at ome all alone by myself, slaving and slaving to keep things respectable!

It wasnt me, reiterated the unfortunate.

When I called out to you, pursued the unheeding Mrs. Henshaw, you started and pulled your hat over your eyes and turned away. I should have caught you if it hadnt been for all them carts in the way and falling down. I cant understand now how it was I wasnt killed; I was a mask of mud from head to foot.

Despite his utmost efforts to prevent it, a faint smile flitted across the pallid features of Mr. Henshaw.

Yes, you may laugh, stormed his wife, and Ive no doubt them two beauties laughed too. Ill take care you dont have much more to laugh at, my man.

She flung out of the room and began to wash up the crockery. Mr. Henshaw, after standing irresolute for some time with his hands in his pockets, put on his hat again and left the house.

He dined badly at a small eating-house, and returned home at six oclock that evening to find his wife out and the cupboard empty. He went back to the same restaurant for tea, and after a gloomy meal went round to discuss the situation with Ted Stokes. That gentlemans suggestion of a double alibi he thrust aside with disdain and a stern appeal to talk sense.

Mind, if my wife speaks to you about it, he said, warningly, it wasnt me, but somebody like me. You might say he ad been mistook for me before.

Mr. Stokes grinned and, meeting a freezing glance from his friend, at once became serious again.

Why not say it was you? he said stoutly. Theres no harm in going for a bus-ride with a friend and a couple o ladies.

O course there aint, said the other, hotly, else I shouldnt ha done it. But you know what my wife is.

Mr. Stokes, who was by no means a favorite of the lady in question, nodded. You were a bit larky, too, he said thoughtfully. You ad quite a little slapping game after you pretended to steal her brooch.

I spose when a gentlemans with a lady he as got to make imself pleasant? said Mr. Henshaw, with dignity. Now, if my missis speaks to you about it, you say that it wasnt me, but a friend of yours up from the country who is as like me as two peas. See?

Name o Dodd, said Mr. Stokes, with a knowing nod. Tommy Dodd.

Im not playing the giddy goat, said the other, bitterly, and Id thank you not to.

All right, said Mr. Stokes, somewhat taken aback. Any name you like; I dont mind.

Mr. Henshaw pondered. Any sensible namell do, he said, stiffly.

Bell? suggested Mr. Stokes. Alfred Bell? I did know a man o that name once. He tried to borrow a bob off of me.

Thatll do, said his friend, after some consideration; but mind you stick to the same name. And youd better make up something about him  where he lives, and all that sort of thing  so that you can stand being questioned without looking more like a silly fool than you can help.

Ill do what I can for you, said Mr. Stokes, but I dont spose your missisll come to me at all. She saw you plain enough.

They walked on in silence and, still deep in thought over the matter, turned into a neighboring tavern for refreshment. Mr. Henshaw drank his with the air of a man performing a duty to his constitution; but Mr. Stokes, smacking his lips, waxed eloquent over the brew.

I hardly know what Im drinking, said his friend, forlornly. I suppose its four-half, because thats what I asked for.

Mr. Stokes gazed at him in deep sympathy. It cant be so bad as that, he said, with concern.

You wait till youre married, said Mr. Hen-shaw, brusquely. Youd no business to ask me to go with you, and I was a good-natured fool to do it.

You stick to your tale and itll be all right, said the other. Tell her that you spoke to me about it, and that his name is Alfred Bell  B E double L  and that he lives in  in Ireland. Here! I say!

Well, said Mr. Henshaw, shaking off the hand which the other had laid on his arm.

You  you be Alfred Bell, said Mr. Stokes, breathlessly.

Mr. Henshaw started and eyed him nervously. His friends eyes were bright and, he fancied, a bit wild.

Be Alfred Bell, repeated Mr. Stokes. Dont you see? Pretend to be Alfred Bell and go with me to your missis. Ill lend you a suit o clothes and a fresh neck-tie, and there you are.

What? roared the astounded Mr. Henshaw.

Its as easy as easy, declared the other. Tomorrow evening, in a new rig-out, I walks you up to your house and asks for you to show you to yourself. Of course, Im sorry you aint in, and perhaps we walks in to wait for you.

Show me to myself? gasped Mr. Henshaw.

Mr. Stokes winked. On account o the surprising likeness, he said, smiling. It is surprising, aint it? Fancy the two of us sitting there and talking to her and waiting for you to come in and wondering whats making you so late!

Mr. Henshaw regarded him steadfastly for some seconds, and then, taking a firm hold of his mug, slowly drained the contents.

And what about my voice? he demanded, with something approaching a sneer.
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Thats right, said Mr. Stokes, hotly; it wouldnt be you if you didnt try to make difficulties.

But what about it? said Mr. Henshaw, obstinately.

You can alter it, cant you? said the other.

They were alone in the bar, and Mr. Henshaw, after some persuasion, was induced to try a few experiments. He ranged from bass, which hurt his throat, to a falsetto which put Mr. Stokess teeth on edge, but in vain. The rehearsal was stopped at last by the landlord, who, having twice come into the bar under the impression that fresh customers had entered, spoke his mind at some length. Seem to think youre in a blessed monkey-house, he concluded, severely.

We thought we was, said Mr. Stokes, with a long appraising sniff, as he opened the door. Its a mistake anybody might make.

He pushed Mr. Henshaw into the street as the landlord placed a hand on the flap of the bar, and followed him out.

Youll have to ave a bad cold and talk in usky whispers, he said slowly, as they walked along. You caught a cold travelling in the train from Ireland day before yesterday, and you made it worse going for a ride on the outside of a bus with me and a couple o ladies. See? Try usky whispers now.

Mr. Henshaw tried, and his friend, observing that he was taking but a languid interest in the scheme, was loud in his praises. I should never ave known you, he declared. Why, its wonderful! Why didnt you tell me you could act like that?

Mr. Henshaw remarked modestly that he had not been aware of it himself, and, taking a more hopeful view of the situation, whispered himself into such a state of hoarseness that another visit for refreshment became absolutely necessary.

Keep your art up and practise, said Mr. Stokes, as he shook hands with him some time later. And If you can manage it, get off at four oclock to-morrow and well go round to see her while she thinks youre still at work.

Mr. Henshaw complimented him upon his artfulness, and, with some confidence in a man of such resource, walked home in a more cheerful frame of mind. His heart sank as he reached the house, but to his relief the lights were out and his wife was in bed.

He was up early next morning, but his wife showed no signs of rising. The cupboard was still empty, and for some time he moved about hungry and undecided. Finally he mounted the stairs again, and with a view to arranging matters for the evening remonstrated with her upon her behavior and loudly announced his intention of not coming home until she was in a better frame of mind. From a disciplinary point of view the effect of the remonstrance was somewhat lost by being shouted through the closed door, and he also broke off too abruptly when Mrs. Henshaw opened it suddenly and confronted him. Fragments of the peroration reached her through the front door.

Despite the fact that he left two hours earlier, the day passed but slowly, and he was in a very despondent state of mind by the time he reached Mr. Stokess lodging. The latter, however, had cheerfulness enough for both, and, after helping his visitor to change into fresh clothes and part his hair in the middle instead of at the side, surveyed him with grinning satisfaction. Under his directions Mr. Henshaw also darkened his eyebrows and beard with a little burnt cork until Mr. Stokes declared that his own mother wouldnt know him.

Now, be careful, said Mr. Stokes, as they set off. Be bright and cheerful; be a sort o ladies man to her, same as she saw you with the one on the bus. Be as unlike yourself as you can, and dont forget yourself and call her by er pet name.

Pet name! said Mr. Henshaw, indignantly. Pet name! Youll alter your ideas of married life when youre caught, my lad, I can tell you!

He walked on in scornful silence, lagging farther and farther behind as they neared his house. When Mr. Stokes knocked at the door he stood modestly aside with his back against the wall of the next house.

Is George in? inquired Mr. Stokes, carelessly, as Mrs. Henshaw opened the door.

No, was the reply.

Mr. Stokes affected to ponder; Mr. Henshaw instinctively edged away.

He aint in, said Mrs. Henshaw, preparing to close the door.

I wanted to see him partikler, said Mr. Stokes, slowly. I brought a friend o mine, name o Alfred Bell, up here on purpose to see im.

Mrs. Henshaw, following the direction of his eyes, put her head round the door.

George! she exclaimed, sharply.
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Mr. Stokes smiled. That aint George, he said, gleefully; Thats my friend, Mr. Alfred Bell. Aint it a extraordinary likeness? Aint it wonderful? Thats why I brought im up; I wanted George to see im.

Mrs. Henshaw looked from one to the other in wrathful bewilderment.

His living image, aint he? said Mr. Stokes. This is my pal Georges missis, he added, turning to Mr. Bell.

Good afternoon to you, said that gentleman, huskily.

He got a bad cold coming from Ireland, explained Mr. Stokes, and, foolish-like, he went outside a bus with me the other night and made it worse.

Oh-h! said Mrs. Henshaw, slowly. Indeed! Really!

Hes quite curious to see George, said Mr. Stokes. In fact, he was going back to Ireland tonight if it adnt been for that. Hes waiting till to-morrow just to see George.

Mr. Bell, in a voice huskier than ever, said that he had altered his mind again.

Nonsense! said Mr. Stokes, sternly. Besides, George would like to see you. I spose he wont be long? he added, turning to Mrs. Hen-shaw, who was regarding Mr. Bell much as a hungry cat regards a plump sparrow.

I dont suppose so, she said, slowly.

I dare say if we wait a little while began Mr. Stokes, ignoring a frantic glance from Mr. Henshaw.

Come in, said Mrs. Henshaw, suddenly.

Mr. Stokes entered and, finding that his friend hung back, went out again and half led, half pushed him indoors. Mr. Bells shyness he attributed to his having lived so long in Ireland.

He is quite the ladies man, though, he said, artfully, as they followed their hostess into the front room. You should ha seen im the other night on the bus. We had a couple o lady friends o mine with us, and even the conductor was surprised at his goings on.

Mr. Bell, by no means easy as to the results of the experiment, scowled at him despairingly.

Carrying on, was he? said Mrs. Henshaw, regarding the culprit steadily.

Carrying on like one oclock, said the imaginative Mr. Stokes. Called one of em is little wife, and asked her where er wedding-ring was.

I didnt, said Mr. Bell, in a suffocating voice. I didnt.

Theres nothing to be ashamed of, said Mr. Stokes, virtuously. Only, as I said to you at the time, Alfred, I says, its all right for you as a single man, but you might be the twin-brother of a pal o mine  George Henshaw by name  and if some people was to see you they might think it was im Didnt I say that?

You did, said Mr. Bell, helplessly.

And he wouldnt believe me, said Mr. Stokes, turning to Mrs. Henshaw. Thats why I brought him round to see George.

I should like to see the two of em together myself, said Mrs. Henshaw, quietly. I should have taken him for my husband anywhere.

You wouldnt if youd seen im last night, said Mr. Stokes, shaking his head and smiling.

Carrying on again, was he? inquired Mrs. Henshaw, quickly.

No! said Mr. Bell, in a stentorian whisper.

His glance was so fierce that Mr. Stokes almost quailed. I wont tell tales out of school, he said, nodding.

Not if I ask you to? said Mrs. Henshaw, with a winning smile.

Ask im, said Mr. Stokes.

Last night, said the whisperer, hastily, I went for a quiet walk round Victoria Park all by myself. Then I met Mr. Stokes, and we had one half-pint together at a public-house. Thats all.

Mrs. Henshaw looked at Mr. Stokes. Mr. Stokes winked at her.

Its as true as my name is  Alfred Bell, said that gentleman, with slight but natural hesitation.

Have it your own way, said Mr. Stokes, somewhat perturbed at Mr. Bells refusal to live up to the character he had arranged for him.

I wish my husband spent his evenings in the same quiet way, said Mrs. Henshaw, shaking her head.

Dont he? said Mr. Stokes. Why, he always seems quiet enough to me. Too quiet, I should say. Why, I never knew a quieter man. I chaff im about it sometimes.

Thats his artfulness, said Mrs. Henshaw.

Always in a hurry to get ome, pursued the benevolent Mr. Stokes.

He may say so to you to get away from you, said Mrs. Henshaw, thoughtfully. He does say youre hard to shake off sometimes.

Mr. Stokes sat stiffly upright and threw a fierce glance in the direction of Mr. Henshaw.

Pity he didnt tell me, he said bitterly. I aint one to force my company where it aint wanted.

Ive said to him sometimes, continued Mrs. Henshaw, Why dont you tell Ted Stokes plain that you dont like his company? but he wont. That aint his way. Hed sooner talk of you behind your back.

What does he say? inquired Mr. Stokes, coldly ignoring a frantic headshake on the part of his friend.

Promise me you wont tell him if I tell you, said Mrs. Henshaw.

Mr. Stokes promised.

I dont know that I ought to tell you, said Mrs. Henshaw, reluctantly, but I get so sick and tired of him coming home and grumbling about you.

Go on, said the waiting Stokes.

Mrs. Henshaw stole a glance at him. He says you act as if you thought yourself everybody, she said, softly, and your everlasting clack, clack, clack, worries him to death.

Go on, said the listener, grimly.

And he says its so much trouble to get you to pay for your share of the drinks that hed sooner pay himself and have done with it.

Mr. Stokes sprang from his chair and, with clenched fists, stood angrily regarding the horrified Mr. Bell. He composed himself by an effort and resumed his seat.

Anything else? he inquired.

Heaps and heaps of things, said Mrs. Henshaw; but I dont want to make bad blood between you.

Dont mind me, said Mr. Stokes, glancing bale-fully over at his agitated friend. Praps Ill tell you some things about him some day.

It would be only fair, said Mrs. Henshaw, quickly. Tell me now; I dont mind Mr. Bell hearing; not a bit.

Mr. Bell spoke up for himself. I dont want to hear family secrets, he whispered, with an imploring glance at the vindictive Mr. Stokes. It wouldnt be right.

Well, I dont want to say things behind a mans back, said the latter, recovering himself. Lets wait till George comes in, and Ill say em before his face.

Mrs. Henshaw, biting her lip with annoyance, argued with him, but in vain. Mr. Stokes was firm, and, with a glance at the clock, said that George would be in soon and he would wait till he came.

Conversation flagged despite the efforts of Mrs. Henshaw to draw Mr. Bell out on the subject of Ireland. At an early stage of the catechism he lost his voice entirely, and thereafter sat silent while Mrs. Henshaw discussed the most intimate affairs of her husbands family with Mr. Stokes. She was in the middle of an anecdote about her mother-in-law when Mr. Bell rose and, with some difficulty, intimated his desire to depart.

What, without seeing George? said Mrs. Henshaw. He cant be long now, and I should like to see you together.

Praps we shall meet him, said Mr. Stokes, who was getting rather tired of the affair. Good night.

He led the way to the door and, followed by the eager Mr. Bell, passed out into the street. The knowledge that Mrs. Henshaw was watching him from the door kept him silent until they had turned the corner, and then, turning fiercely on Mr. Henshaw, he demanded to know what he meant by it.

Ive done with you, he said, waving aside the others denials. Ive got you out of this mess, and now Ive done with you. Its no good talking, because I dont want to hear it.

Good-by, then, said Mr. Henshaw, with unexpected hauteur, as he came to a standstill.

Ill ave my trousers first, though, said Mr. Stokes, coldly, and then you can go, and welcome.

Its my opinion she recognized me, and said all that just to try us, said the other, gloomily.

Mr. Stokes scorned to reply, and reaching his lodging stood by in silence while the other changed his clothes. He refused Mr. Henshaws hand with a gesture he had once seen on the stage, and, showing him downstairs, closed the door behind him with a bang.

Left to himself, the small remnants of Mr. Hen-shaws courage disappeared. He wandered forlornly up and down the streets until past ten oclock, and then, cold and dispirited, set off in the direction of home. At the corner of the street he pulled himself together by a great effort, and walking rapidly to his house put the key in the lock and turned it.

The door was fast and the lights were out. He knocked, at first lightly, but gradually increasing in loudness. At the fourth knock a light appeared in the room above, the window was raised, and Mrs. Henshaw leaned out.

Mr. Bell! she said, in tones of severe surprise.

Bell? said her husband, in a more surprised voice still. Its me, Polly.

Go away at once, sir! said Mrs. Henshaw, indignantly. How dare you call me by my Christian name? Im surprised at you!

Its me, I tell you  George! said her husband, desperately. What do you mean by calling me Bell?

If youre Mr. Bell, as I suppose, you know well enough, said Mrs. Henshaw, leaning out and regarding him fixedly; and if youre George you dont.

Im George, said Mr. Henshaw, hastily.

Im sure I dont know what to make of it, said Mrs. Henshaw, with a bewildered air. Ted Stokes brought round a man named Bell this afternoon so like you that I cant tell the difference. I dont know what to do, but I do know this  I dont let you in until I have seen you both together, so that I can tell which is which.

Both together! exclaimed the startled Mr. Henshaw. Here  look here!

He struck a match and, holding it before his face, looked up at the window. Mrs. Henshaw scrutinized him gravely.
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Its no good, she said, despairingly. I cant tell. I must see you both together.

Mr. Henshaw ground his teeth. But where is he? he inquired.

He went off with Ted Stokes, said his wife. If youre George youd better go and ask him.

She prepared to close the window, but Mr. Hen-shaws voice arrested her.

And suppose he is not there? he said.

Mrs. Henshaw reflected. If he is not there bring Ted Stokes back with you, she said at last, and if he says youre George, Ill let you in.

The window closed and the light disappeared. Mr. Henshaw waited for some time, but in vain, and, with a very clear idea of the reception he would meet with at the hands of Mr. Stokes, set off to his lodging.

If anything, he had underestimated his friends powers. Mr. Stokes, rudely disturbed just as he had got into bed, was the incarnation of wrath. He was violent, bitter, and insulting in a breath, but Mr. Henshaw was desperate, and Mr. Stokes, after vowing over and over again that nothing should induce him to accompany him back to his house, was at last so moved by his entreaties that he went upstairs and equipped himself for the journey.

And, mind, after this I never want to see your face again, he said, as they walked swiftly back.

Mr. Henshaw made no reply. The events of the day had almost exhausted him, and silence was maintained until they reached the house. Much to his relief he heard somebody moving about upstairs after the first knock and in a very short time the window was gently raised and Mrs. Henshaw looked out.

What, youve come back? she said, in a low, intense voice. Well, of all the impudence! How dare you carry on like this?

Its me, said her husband.

Yes, I see it is, was the reply.

Its him right enough; its your husband, said Mr. Stokes. Alfred Bell has gone.

How dare you stand there and tell me them falsehoods! exclaimed Mrs. Henshaw. I wonder the ground dont open and swallow you up. Its Mr. Bell, and if he dont go away Ill call the police.

Messrs. Henshaw and Stokes, amazed at their reception, stood blinking up at her. Then they conferred in whispers.

If you cant tell em apart, how do you know this is Mr. Bell? inquired Mr. Stokes, turning to the window again.

How do I know? repeated Mrs. Henshaw. How do I know? Why, because my husband came home almost directly Mr. Bell had gone. I wonder he didnt meet him.

Came home? cried Mr. Henshaw, shrilly. Came home?

Yes; and dont make so much noise, said Mrs. Henshaw, tartly; hes asleep.

The two gentlemen turned and gazed at each other in stupefaction. Mr. Stokes was the first to recover, and, taking his dazed friend by the arm, led him gently away. At the end of the street he took a deep breath, and, after a slight pause to collect his scattered energies, summed up the situation.
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Shes twigged it all along, he said, with conviction. Youll have to come home with me tonight, and to-morrow the best thing you can do is to make a clean breast of it. It was a silly game, and, if you remember, I was against it from the first.


MIXED RELATIONS

THE brig Elizabeth Barstow came up the river as though in a hurry to taste again the joys of the Metropolis. The skipper, leaning on the wheel, was in the midst of a hot discussion with the mate, who was placing before him the hygienic, economical, and moral advantages of total abstinence in language of great strength but little variety.

Teetotallers eat more, said the skipper, finally.

The mate choked, and his eye sought the galley. Eat more? he spluttered. Yesterday the meat was like brick-bats; to-day it tasted like a bit o dirty sponge. Ive lived on biscuits this trip; and the only tater I ate Im going to see a doctor about direckly I get ashore. Its a sin and a shame to spoil good food the way e does.

The moment I can ship another cook he goes, said the skipper. He seems busy, judging by the noise.

Im making him clean up everything, ready for the next, explained the mate, grimly. And he ad the cheek to tell me hes improving  improving!

Hell go as soon as I get another, repeated the skipper, stooping and peering ahead. I dont like being poisoned any more than you do. He told me he could cook when I shipped him; said his sister had taught him.

The mate grunted and, walking away, relieved his mind by putting his head in at the galley and bidding the cook hold up each separate utensil for his inspection. A hole in the frying-pan the cook modestly attributed to elbow-grease.

The river narrowed, and the brig, picking her way daintily through the traffic, sought her old berth at Bullers Wharf. It was occupied by a deaf sailing-barge, which, moved at last by self-interest, not unconnected with its paint, took up a less desirable position and consoled itself with adjectives.

The men on the wharf had gone for the day, and the crew of the Elizabeth Barstow, after making fast, went below to prepare themselves for an evening ashore. Standing before the largest saucepan-lid in the galley, the cook was putting the finishing touches to his toilet.

A light, quick step on the wharf attracted the attention of the skipper as he leaned against the side smoking. It stopped just behind him, and turning round he found himself gazing into the soft brown eyes of the prettiest girl he had ever seen.
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Is Mr. Jewell on board, please? she asked, with a smile.

Jewell? repeated the skipper. Jewell? Dont know the name.

He was on board, said the girl, somewhat taken aback. This is the Elizabeth Barstow, isnt it?

Whats his Christian name, inquired the skipper, thoughtfully.

Albert, replied the girl. Bert, she added, as the other shook his head.

Oh, the cook! said the skipper. I didnt know his name was Jewell. Yes, hes in the galley.

He stood eyeing her and wondering in a dazed fashion what she could see in a small, white-faced, slab-sided  

The girl broke in upon his meditations. How does he cook? she inquired, smiling.

He was about to tell her, when he suddenly remembered the cooks statement as to his instructor. Hes getting on, he said, slowly; hes getting on. Are you his sister?

The girl smiled and nodded. Ye  es, she said, slowly. Will you tell him I am waiting for him, please?

The skipper started and drew himself up; then he walked forward and put his head in at the galley.

Bert, he said, in a friendly voice, your sister wants to see you.

Who? inquired Mr. Jewell, in the accents of amazement. He put his head out at the door and nodded, and then, somewhat red in the face with the exercise, drew on his jacket and walked towards her. The skipper followed.

Thank you, said the girl, with a pleasant smile.

Youre quite welcome, said the skipper.

Mr. Jewell stepped ashore and, after a moment of indecision, shook hands with his visitor.

If youre down this way again, said the skipper, as they turned away, perhaps youd like to see the cabin. Were in rather a pickle just now, but if you should happen to come down for Bert to-morrow night

The girls eyes grew mirthful and her lips trembled. Thank you, she said.

Some people like looking over cabins, murmured the skipper.

He raised his hand to his cap and turned away. The mate, who had just come on deck, stared after the retreating couple and gave vent to a low whistle.

What a fine gal to pick up with Slushy, he remarked.

Its his sister, said the skipper, somewhat sharply.

The one that taught him to cook? said the other, hastily. Here! Id like five minutes alone with her; Id give er a piece o my mind that ud do her good. Id learn er. Id tell her wot I thought of her.

Thatll do, said the skipper; thatll do. Hes not so bad for a beginner; Ive known worse.

Not so bad? repeated the mate. Not so bad? Why  his voice trembled aint you going to give im the chuck, then?

I shall try him for another vyge, George, said the skipper. Its hard lines on a youngster if he dont have a chance. I was never one to be severe. Live and let live, thats my motto. Do as youd be done by.

Youre turning soft-arted in your old age, grumbled the mate.

Old age! said the other, in a startled voice, Old age! Im not thirty-seven yet.

Youre getting on, said the mate; besides, you look old.

The skipper investigated the charge in the cabin looking-glass ten minutes later. He twisted his beard in his hand and tried to imagine how he would look without it. As a compromise he went out and had it cut short and trimmed to a point. The glass smiled approval on his return; the mate smiled too, and, being caught in the act, said it made him look like his own grandson.
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It was late when the cook returned, but the skipper was on deck, and, stopping him for a match, entered into a little conversation. Mr. Jewell, surprised at first, soon became at his ease, and, the talk drifting in some unknown fashion to Miss Jewell, discussed her with brotherly frankness.

You spent the evening together, I spose? said the skipper, carelessly.

Mr. Jewell glanced at him from the corner of his eye. Cooking, he said, and put his hand over his mouth with some suddenness.

By the time they parted the skipper had his hand in a friendly fashion on the cooks shoulder, and was displaying an interest in his welfare as unusual as it was gratifying. So unaccustomed was Mr. Jewell to such consideration that he was fain to pause for a moment or two to regain control of his features before plunging into the lamp-lit focsle.

The mate made but a poor breakfast next morning, but his superior, who saw the hand of Miss Jewell in the muddy coffee and the cremated bacon, ate his with relish. He was looking forward to the evening, the cook having assured him that his sister had accepted his invitation to inspect the cabin, and indeed had talked of little else. The boy was set to work house-cleaning, and, having gleaned a few particulars, cursed the sex with painstaking thoroughness.

It seemed to the skipper a favorable omen that Miss Jewell descended the companion-ladder as though to the manner born; and her exclamations of delight at the cabin completed his satisfaction. The cook, who had followed them below with some trepidation, became reassured, and seating himself on a locker joined modestly in the conversation.

Its like a dolls-house, declared the girl, as she finished by examining the space-saving devices in the state-room. Well, I mustnt take up any more of your time.

Ive got nothing to do, said the skipper, hastily. I  I was thinking of going for a walk; but its lonely walking about by yourself.

Miss Jewell agreed. She lowered her eyes and looked under the lashes at the skipper.

I never had a sister, continued the latter, in melancholy accents.

I dont suppose you would want to take her out if you had, said the girl.

The skipper protested. Bert takes you out, he said.

He isnt like most brothers, said Miss Jewell, shifting along the locker and placing her hand affectionately on the cooks shoulder.

If I had a sister, continued the skipper, in a somewhat uneven voice, I should take her out. This evening, for instance, I should take her to a theatre.

Miss Jewell turned upon him the innocent face of a child. It would be nice to be your sister, she said, calmly.

The skipper attempted to speak, but his voice failed him. Well, pretend you are my sister, he said, at last, and well go to one.

Pretend? said Miss Jewell, as she turned and eyed the cook. Bert wouldnt like that, she said, decidedly.

N  no, said the cook, nervously, avoiding the skippers eye.

It wouldnt be proper, said Miss Jewell, sitting upright and looking very proper indeed.

I  I meant Bert to come, too, said the skipper; of course, he added.

The severity of Miss Jewells expression relaxed. She stole an amused glance at the cook and, reading her instructions in his eye, began to temporize. Ten minutes later the crew of the Elizabeth Barstow in various attitudes of astonishment beheld their commander going ashore with his cook. The mate so far forgot himself as to whistle, but with great presence of mind cuffed the boys ear as the skipper turned.

For some little distance the three walked along in silence. The skipper was building castles in the air, the cook was not quite at his ease, and the girl, gazing steadily in front of her, appeared slightly embarrassed.

By the time they reached Aldgate and stood waiting for an omnibus Miss Jewell found herself assailed by doubts. She remembered that she did not want to go to a theatre, and warmly pressed the two men to go together and leave her to go home. The skipper remonstrated in vain, but the cook came to the rescue, and Miss Jewell, still protesting, was pushed on to a bus and propelled upstairs. She took a vacant seat in front, and the skipper and Mr. Jewell shared one behind.

The three hours at the theatre passed all too soon, although the girl was so interested in the performance that she paid but slight attention to her companions. During the waits she became interested in her surroundings, and several times called the skippers attention to smart-looking men in the stalls and boxes. At one man she stared so persistently that an opera-glass was at last levelled in return.

How rude of him, she said, smiling sweetly at the skipper.

She shook her head in disapproval, but the next moment he saw her gazing steadily at the opera-glasses again.

If you dont look hell soon get tired of it, he said, between his teeth.

Yes, perhaps he will, said Miss Jewell, without lowering her eyes in the least.

The skipper sat in torment until the lights were lowered and the curtain went up again. When it fell he began to discuss the play, but Miss Jewell returned such vague replies that it was evident her thoughts were far away.

I wonder who he is? she whispered, gazing meditatingly at the box.

A waiter, I should think, snapped the skipper.

The girl shook her head. No, he is much too distinguished-looking, she said, seriously. Well, I suppose hell know me again.

The shipper felt that he wanted to get up and smash things; beginning with the man in the box. It was his first love episode for nearly ten years, and he had forgotten the pains and penalties which attach to the condition. When the performance was over he darted a threatening glance at the box, and, keeping close to Miss Jewell, looked carefully about him to make sure that they were not followed.

It was ripping, said the cook, as they emerged into the fresh air.

Lovely, said the girl, in a voice of gentle melancholy. I shall come and see it again, perhaps, when you are at sea.

Not alone? said the skipper, in a startled voice.

I dont mind being alone, said Miss Jewell, gently; Im used to it.

The others reply was lost in the rush for the bus, and for the second time that evening the skipper had to find fault with the seating arrangements. And when a vacancy by the side of Miss Jewell did occur, he was promptly forestalled by a young man in a check suit smoking a large cigar.

They got off at Aldgate, and the girl thanked him for a pleasant evening. A hesitating offer to see her home was at once negatived, and the skipper, watching her and the cook until they disappeared in the traffic, walked slowly and thoughtfully to his ship.

The brig sailed the next evening at eight oclock, and it was not until six that the cook remarked, in the most casual manner, that his sister was coming down to see him off. She arrived half an hour late, and, so far from wanting to see the cabin again, discovered an inconvenient love of fresh air. She came down at last, at the instance of the cook, and, once below, her mood changed, and she treated the skipper with a soft graciousness which raised him to the seventh heaven. Youll be good to Bert, wont you? she inquired, with a smile at that young man.

Ill treat him like my own brother, said the skipper, fervently. No, better than that; Ill treat him like your brother.

The cook sat erect and, the skipper being occupied with Miss Jewell, winked solemnly at the skylight.

I know you will, said the girl, very softly; but I dont think the men

The menll do as I wish, said the skipper, sternly. Im the master on this ship  shes half mine, too  and anybody who interferes with him interferes with me. If theres anything you dont like, Bert, you tell me.

Mr. Jewell, his small, black eyes sparkling, promised, and then, muttering something about his work, exchanged glances with the girl and went up on deck.

It is a nice cabin, said Miss Jewell, shifting an inch and a half nearer to the skipper. I suppose poor Bert has to have his meals in that stuffy little place at the other end of the ship, doesnt he?

The focsle? said the skipper, struggling between love and discipline. Yes.

The girl sighed, and the mate, who was listening at the skylight above, held his breath with anxiety. Miss Jewell sighed again and in an absent-minded fashion increased the distance between herself and companion by six inches.

Its usual, faltered the skipper.

Yes, of course, said the girl, coldly.

But if Bert likes to feed here, hes welcome, said the skipper, desperately, and he can sleep aft, too. The mate can say what he likes.

The mate rose and, walking forward, raised his clenched fists to heaven and availed himself of the permission to the fullest extent of a somewhat extensive vocabulary.

Do you know what I think you are? inquired Miss Jewell, bending towards him with a radiant face. No, said the other, trembling. What?

The girl paused. It wouldnt do to tell you, she said, in a low voice. It might make you vain.

Do you know what I think you are? inquired the skipper in his turn.

Miss Jewell eyed him composedly, albeit the corners of her mouth trembled. Yes, she said, unexpectedly.

Steps sounded above and came heavily down the companion-ladder. Tides almost on the turn, said the mate, gruffly, from the door.

The skipper hesitated, but the mate stood aside for the girl to pass, and he followed her up on deck and assisted her to the jetty. For hours afterwards he debated with himself whether she really had allowed her hand to stay in his a second or two longer than necessary, or whether unconscious muscular action on his part was responsible for the phenomenon.

He became despondent as they left London behind, but the necessity of interfering between a goggle-eyed and obtuse mate and a pallid but no less obstinate cook helped to relieve him.

He says he is going to sleep aft, choked the mate, pointing to the cooks bedding.

Quite right, said the skipper. I told him to. Hes going to take his meals here, too. Anything to say against it?

The mate sat down on a locker and fought for breath. The cook, still pale, felt his small, black mustache and eyed him with triumphant malice. I told im they was your orders, he remarked.

And I told him I didnt believe him, said the mate. Nobody would. Whoever eard of a cook living aft? Why, theyd laugh at the idea.

He laughed himself, but in a strangely mirthless fashion, and, afraid to trust himself, went up on deck and brooded savagely apart. Nor did he come down to breakfast until the skipper and cook had finished.

Mr. Jewell bore his new honors badly, and the inability to express their dissatisfaction by means of violence had a bad effect on the tempers of the crew. Sarcasm they did try, but at that the cook could more than hold his own, and, although the men doubted his ability at first, he was able to prove to them by actual experiment that he could cook worse than they supposed.
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The brig reached her destination  Creekhaven  on the fifth day, and Mr. Jewell found himself an honored guest at the skippers cottage. It was a comfortable place, but, as the cook pointed out, too large for one. He also referred, incidentally, to his sisters love of a country life, and, finding himself on a subject of which the other never tired, gave full reins to a somewhat picturesque imagination.

They were back at London within the fortnight, and the skipper learned to his dismay that Miss Jewell was absent on a visit. In these circumstances he would have clung to the cook, but that gentleman, pleading engagements, managed to elude him for two nights out of the three.

On the third day Miss Jewell returned to London, and, making her way to the wharf, was just in time to wave farewells as the brig parted from the wharf.

From the fact that the cook was not visible at the moment the skipper took the salutation to himself. It cheered him for the time, but the next day he was so despondent that the cook, by this time thoroughly in his confidence, offered to write when they got to Creekhaven and fix up an evening.

And theres really no need for you to come, Bert, said the skipper, cheering up.

Mr. Jewell shook his head. She wouldnt go without me, he said, gravely. Youve no idea ow particular she is. Always was from a child.

Well, we might lose you, said the skipper, reflecting. How would that be?

We might try it, said the cook, without enthusiasm.

To his dismay the skipper, before they reached London again, had invented at least a score of ways by which he might enjoy Miss Jewells company without the presence of a third person, some of them so ingenious that the cook, despite his utmost efforts, could see no way of opposing them.

The skipper put his ideas into practice as soon as they reached London. Between Wapping and Charing Cross he lost the cook three times. Miss Jewell found him twice, and the third time she was so difficult that the skipper had to join in the treasure-hunt himself. The cook listened unmoved to a highly-colored picture of his carelessness from the lips of Miss Jewell, and bestowed a sympathetic glance upon the skipper as she paused for breath.

Its as bad as taking a child out, said the latter, with well-affected indignation.

Worse, said the girl, tightening her lips.

With a perseverance worthy of a better cause the skipper nudged the cooks arm and tried again. This time he was successful beyond his wildest dreams, and, after ten minutes frantic search, found that he had lost them both. He wandered up and down for hours, and it was past eleven when he returned to the ship and found the cook waiting for him.

We thought something ad happened to you, said the cook. Kate has been in a fine way about it. Five minutes after you lost me she found me, and weve been hunting igh and low ever since.

Miss Jewell expressed her relief the next evening, and, stealing a glance at the face of the skipper, experienced a twinge of something which she took to be remorse. Ignoring the cooks hints as to theatres, she elected to go for a long bus ride, and, sitting in front with the skipper, left Mr. Jewell to keep a chaperons eye on them from three seats behind.

Conversation was for some time disjointed; then the brightness and crowded state of the streets led the skipper to sound his companion as to her avowed taste for a country life.

I should love it, said Miss Jewell, with a sigh. But theres no chance of it; Ive got my living to earn.

You might  might marry somebody living in the country, said the skipper, in trembling tones.

Miss Jewell shuddered. Marry! she said, scornfully. Most people do, said the other.

Sensible people dont, said the girl. You havent, she added, with a smile.

Im very thankful I havent, retorted the skipper, with great meaning.

There you are! said the girl, triumphantly.

I never saw anybody I liked, said the skipper, be  before.

If ever I did marry, said Miss Jewell, with remarkable composure, if ever I was foolish enough to do such a thing, I think I would marry a man a few years younger than myself.

Younger? said the dismayed skipper.

Miss Jewell nodded. They make the best husbands, she said, gravely.

The skipper began to argue the point, and Mr. Jewell, at that moment taking a seat behind, joined in with some heat. A more ardent supporter could not have been found, although his repetition of the phrase May and December revealed a want of tact of which the skipper had not thought him capable. What had promised to be a red-letter day in his existence was spoiled, and he went to bed that night with the full conviction that he had better abandon a project so hopeless.

With a fine morning his courage revived, but as voyage succeeded voyage he became more and more perplexed. The devotion of the cook was patent to all men, but Miss Jewell was as changeable as a weather-glass. The skipper would leave her one night convinced that he had better forget her as soon as possible, and the next her manner would be so kind, and her glances so soft, that only the presence of the ever-watchful cook prevented him from proposing on the spot. The end came one evening in October. The skipper had hurried back from the City, laden with stores, Miss Jewell having, after many refusals, consented to grace the tea-table that afternoon. The table, set by the boy, groaned beneath the weight of unusual luxuries, but the girl had not arrived. The cook was also missing, and the only occupant of the cabin was the mate, who, sitting at one corner, was eating with great relish.

Aint you going to get your tea? he inquired.

No hurry, said the skipper, somewhat incensed at his haste. It wouldnt have hurt you to have waited a bit.

Waited? said the other. What for?

For my visitors, was the reply.

The mate bit a piece off a crust and stirred his tea. No use waiting for them, he said, with a grin. They aint coming.

What do you mean? demanded the skipper.

I mean, said the mate, continuing to stir his tea with great enjoyment I mean that all that kindartedness of yours was clean chucked away on that cook. Hes got a berth ashore and hes gone for good. He left you is love; he left it with Bill Hemp.

Berth ashore? said the skipper, staring. Ah! said the mate, taking a large and noisy sip from his cup. Hes been fooling you all along for what he could get out of you. Sleeping aft and feeding aft, nobody to speak a word to im, and going out and being treated by the skipper; Bill said he laughed so much when he was telling im that the tears was running down is face like rain. He said hed never been treated so much in his life.

Thatll do, said the skipper, quickly.

You ought to hear Bill tell it, said the mate, regretfully. I cant do it anything like as well as what he can. Made us all roar, he did. What amused em most was you thinking that that gal was cookies sister.

The skipper, with a sharp exclamation, leaned forward, staring at him.

Theyre going to be married at Christmas, said the mate, choking in his cup.

The skipper sat upright again, and tried manfully to compose his features. Many things he had not understood before were suddenly made clear, and he remembered now the odd way in which the girl had regarded him as she bade him good-night on the previous evening. The mate eyed him with interest, and was about to supply him with further details when his attention was attracted by footsteps descending the companion-ladder. Then he put down his cup with great care, and stared in stolid amazement at the figure of Miss Jewell in the doorway.

Im a bit late, she said, flushing slightly.

She crossed over and shook hands with the skipper, and, in the most natural fashion in the world, took a seat and began to remove her gloves. The mate swung round and regarded her open-mouthed; the skipper, whose ideas were in a whirl, sat regarding her in silence. The mate was the first to move; he left the cabin rubbing his shin, and casting furious glances at the skipper.

You didnt expect to see me? said the girl, reddening again.

No, was the reply.

The girl looked at the tablecloth. I came to beg your pardon, she said, in a low voice.

Theres nothing to beg my pardon for, said the skipper, clearing his throat. By rights I ought to beg yours. You did quite right to make fun of me. I can see it now.

When you asked me whether I was Berts sister I didnt like to say no, continued the girl; and at first I let you come out with me for the fun of the thing, and then Bert said it would be good for him, and then  then

Yes, said the skipper, after a long pause.

The girl broke a biscuit into small pieces, and arranged them on the cloth. Then I didnt mind your coming so much, she said, in a low voice.

The skipper caught his breath and tried to gaze at the averted face.

The girl swept the crumbs aside and met his gaze squarely. Not quite so much, she explained.

Ive been a fool, said the skipper. Ive been a fool. Ive made myself a laughing-stock all round, but if I could have it all over again I would.

That can never be, said the girl, shaking her head. Bert wouldnt come.

No, of course not, asserted the other.

The girl bit her lip. The skipper thought that he had never seen her eyes so large and shining. There was a long silence.

Good-by, said the girl at last, rising.

The skipper rose to follow. Good-by, he said, slowly; and I wish you both every happiness.
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Happiness? echoed the girl, in a surprised voice. Why?

When you are married.

I am not going to be married, said the girl, I told Bert so this afternoon. Good-by.

The skipper actually let her get nearly to the top of the ladder before he regained his presence of mind. Then, in obedience to a powerful tug at the hem of her skirt, she came down again, and accompanied him meekly back to the cabin.


HIS LORDSHIP
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FARMER ROSE sat in his porch smoking an evening pipe. By his side, in a comfortable Windsor chair, sat his friend the miller, also smoking, and gazing with half-closed eyes at the landscape as he listened for the thousandth time to his hosts complaints about his daughter.

The long and the short of it is, Cray, said the farmer, with an air of mournful pride, shes far too good-looking.

Mr. Cray grunted.

Truth is truth, though shes my daughter, continued Mr. Rose, vaguely. Shes too good-looking. Sometimes when Ive taken her up to market Ive seen the folks fair turn their backs on the cattle and stare at her instead.

Mr. Cray sniffed; louder, perhaps, than he had intended. Beautiful that rose-bush smells, he remarked, as his friend turned and eyed him.

What is the consequence? demanded the farmer, relaxing his gaze. She looks in the glass and sees herself, and then she gets miserable and uppish because there aint nobody in these parts good enough for her to marry.

Its a extraordinary thing to me where she gets them good looks from, said the miller, deliberately.

Ah! said Mr. Rose, and sat trying to think of a means of enlightening his friend without undue loss of modesty.

She aint a bit like her poor mother, mused Mr. Cray.

No, she dont get her looks from her, assented the other.

Its one o them things you cant account for, said Mr. Cray, who was very tired of the subject; its just like seeing a beautiful flower blooming on an old cabbage-stump.

The farmer knocked his pipe out noisily and began to refill it. People have said that she takes after me a trifle, he remarked, shortly.

You werent fool enough to believe that, I know, said the miller. Why, shes no more like you than youre like a warming-pan  not so much.

Mr. Rose regarded his friend fixedly. You aint got a very nice way o putting things, Cray, he said, mournfully.

Im no flatterer, said the miller; never was, and you cant please everybody. If I said your daughter took after you I dont spose shed ever speak to me again.

The worst of it is, said the farmer, disregarding his remark, she wont settle down. Theres young Walter Lomas after her now, and she wont look at him. Hes a decent young fellow is Walter, and shes been and named one o the pigs after him, and the way she mixes them up together is disgraceful.

If she was my girl she should marry young Walter, said the miller, firmly. Whats wrong with him?

She looks higher, replied the other, mysteriously; shes always reading them romantic books full o love tales, and shes never tired o talking of a girl her mother used to know that went on the stage and married a baronet. She goes and sits in the best parlor every afternoon now, and calls it the drawing-room. Shell sit there till shes past the marrying age, and then shell turn round and blame me.

She wants a lesson, said Mr. Cray, firmly. She wants to be taught her position in life, not to go about turning up her nose at young men and naming pigs after them.

What she wants to understand is that the upper classes wouldnt look at her, pursued the miller.

It would be easier to make her understand that if they didnt, said the farmer.

I mean, said Mr. Cray, sternly, with a view to marriage. What you ought to do is to get somebody staying down here with you pretending to be a lord or a nobleman, and ordering her about and not noticing her good looks at all. Then, while shes upset about that, in comes Walter Lomas to comfort her and be a contrast to the other.

Mr. Rose withdrew his pipe and regarded him open-mouthed.

Yes; but how he began.

And it seems to me, interrupted Mr. Cray, that I know just the young fellow to do it  nephew of my wifes. He was coming to stay a fortnight with us, but you can have him with pleasure  me and him dont get on over and above well.

Perhaps he wouldnt do it, objected the farmer.

Hed do it like a shot, said Mr. Cray, positively. It would be fun for us and it ud be a lesson for her. If you like, Ill tell him to write to you for lodgings, as he wants to come for a fortnights fresh air after the fatiguing gayeties of town.

Fatiguing gayeties of town, repeated the admiring farmer. Fatiguing

He sat back in his chair and laughed, and Mr. Cray, delighted at the prospect of getting rid so easily of a tiresome guest, laughed too. Overhead at the open window a third person laughed, but in so quiet and well-bred a fashion that neither of them heard her.

The farmer received a letter a day or two afterwards, and negotiations between Jane Rose on the one side and Lord Fairmount on the other were soon in progress; the farmers own composition being deemed somewhat crude for such a correspondence.

I wish he didnt want it kept so secret, said Miss Rose, pondering over the final letter. I should like to let the Crays and one or two more people know he is staying with us. However, I suppose he must have his own way.

You must do as he wishes, said her father, using his handkerchief violently.

Jane sighed. Hell be a little company for me, at any rate, she remarked. What is the matter, father?

Bit of a cold, said the farmer, indistinctly, as he made for the door, still holding his handkerchief to his face. Been coming on some time.

He put on his hat and went out, and Miss Rose, watching him from the window, was not without fears that the joke might prove too much for a man of his habit. She regarded him thoughtfully, and when he returned at one oclock to dinner, and encountered instead a violent dust-storm which was raging in the house, she noted with pleasure that his sense of humor was more under control.

Dinner? she said, as he strove to squeeze past the furniture which was piled in the hall. Weve got no time to think of dinner, and if we had theres no place for you to eat it. Youd better go in the larder and cut yourself a crust of bread and cheese.

Her father hesitated and glared at the servant, who, with her head bound up in a duster, passed at the double with a broom. Then he walked slowly into the kitchen.

Miss Rose called out something after him..

Eh? said her father, coming back hopefully.

How is your cold, dear?

The farmer made no reply, and his daughter smiled contentedly as she heard him stamping about in the larder. He made but a poor meal, and then, refusing point-blank to assist Annie in moving the piano, went and smoked a very reflective pipe in the garden.

Lord Fairmount arrived the following day on foot from the station, and after acknowledging the farmers salute with a distant nod requested him to send a cart for his luggage. He was a tall, good-looking young man, and as he stood in the hall languidly twisting his mustache Miss Rose deliberately decided upon his destruction.

These your daughters? he inquired, carelessly, as he followed his host into the parlor.

One of em is, my lord; the other is my servant, replied the farmer.

Shes got your eyes, said his lordship, tapping the astonished Annie under the chin; your nose too, I think.
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Thats my servant, said the farmer, knitting his brows at him.

Oh, indeed! said his lordship, airily.

He turned round and regarded Jane, but, although she tried to meet him half-way by elevating her chin a little, his audacity failed him and the words died away on his tongue. A long silence followed, broken only by the ill-suppressed giggles of Annie, who had retired to the kitchen.

I trust that we shall make your lordship comfortable, said Miss Rose.

I hope so, my good girl, was the reply. And now will you show me my room?

Miss Rose led the way upstairs and threw open the door; Lord Fairmount, pausing on the threshold, gazed at it disparagingly.

Is this the best room you have? he inquired, stiffly.

Oh, no, said Miss Rose, smiling; fathers room is much better than this. Look here.

She threw open another door and, ignoring a gesticulating figure which stood in the hall below, regarded him anxiously. If you would prefer fathers room he would be delighted for you to have it Delighted.

Yes, I will have this one, said Lord Fairmount, entering. Bring me up some hot water, please, and clear these boots and leggings out.

Miss Rose tripped downstairs and, bestowing a witching smile upon her sire, waved away his request for an explanation and hastened into the kitchen, whence Annie shortly afterwards emerged with the water.

It was with something of a shock that the farmer discovered that he had to wait for his dinner while his lordship had luncheon. That meal, under his daughters management, took a long time, and the joint when it reached him was more than half cold. It was, moreover, quite clear that the aristocracy had not even mastered the rudiments of carving, but preferred instead to box the compass for tit-bits.

He ate his meal in silence, and when it was over sought out his guest to administer a few much-needed stage-directions. Owing, however, to the ubiquity of Jane he wasted nearly the whole of the afternoon before he obtained an opportunity. Even then the interview was short, the farmer having to compress into ten seconds instructions for Lord Fairmount to express a desire to take his meals with the family, and his dinner at the respectable hour of 1 p.m. Instructions as to a change of bedroom were frustrated by the reappearance of Jane.

His lordship went for a walk after that, and coming back with a bored air stood on the hearthrug in the living-room and watched Miss Rose sewing.

Very dull place, he said at last, in a dissatisfied voice.

Yes, my lord, said Miss Rose, demurely.

Fearfully dull, complained his lordship, stifling a yawn. What Im to do to amuse myself for a fortnight Im sure I dont know.

Miss Rose raised her fine eyes and regarded him intently. Many a lesser man would have looked no farther for amusement.

Im afraid there is not much to do about here, my lord, she said quietly. We are very plain folk in these parts.

Yes, assented the other. An obvious compliment rose of itself to his lips, but he restrained himself, though with difficulty. Miss Rose bent her head over her work and stitched industriously. His lordship took up a book and, remembering his mission, read for a couple of hours without taking the slightest notice of her. Miss Rose glanced over in his direction once or twice, and then, with a somewhat vixenish expression on her delicate features, resumed her sewing.

Wonderful eyes shes got, said the gentleman, as he sat on the edge of his bed that night and thought over the events of the day. Its pretty to see them flash.

He saw them flash several times during the next few days, and Mr. Rose himself, was more than satisfied with the hauteur with which his guest treated the household.

But I dont like the way you have with me, he complained.

Its all in the part, urged his lordship.

Well, you can leave that part out, rejoined Mr. Rose, with some acerbity. I object to being spoke to as you speak to me before that girl Annie. Be as proud and unpleasant as you like to my daughter, but leave me alone. Mind that!

His lordship promised, and in pursuance of his hosts instructions strove manfully to subdue feelings towards Miss Rose by no means in accordance with them. The best of us are liable to absent-mindedness, and he sometimes so far forgot himself as to address her in tones as humble as any in her somewhat large experience.

I hope that we are making you comfortable here, my lord? she said, as they sat together one afternoon.

I have never been more comfortable in my life, was the gracious reply.

Miss Rose shook her head. Oh, my lord, she said, in protest, think of your mansion.

His lordship thought of it. For two or three days he had been thinking of houses and furniture and other things of that nature.

I have never seen an old country seat, continued Miss Rose, clasping her hands and gazing at him wistfully. I should be so grateful if your lordship would describe yours to me.

His lordship shifted uneasily, and then, in face of the girls persistence, stood for some time divided between the contending claims of Hampton Court Palace and the Tower of London. He finally decided upon the former, after first refurnishing it at Maples.

How happy you must be! said the breathless Jane, when he had finished.

He shook his head gravely. My possessions have never given me any happiness, he remarked. I would much rather be in a humble rank of life. Live where I like, and  and marry whom I like.

There was no mistaking the meaning fall in his voice. Miss Rose sighed gently and lowered her eyes  her lashes had often excited comment. Then, in a soft voice, she asked him the sort of life he would prefer.

In reply, his lordship, with an eloquence which surprised himself, portrayed the joys of life in a seven-roomed house in town, with a greenhouse six feet by three, and a garden large enough to contain it. He really spoke well, and when he had finished his listener gazed at him with eyes suffused with timid admiration.

Oh, my lord, she said, prettily, now I know what youve been doing. Youve been slumming.

Slumming? gasped his lordship.

You couldnt have described a place like that unless you had been, said Miss Rose nodding. I hope you took the poor people some nice hot soup.

His lordship tried to explain, but without success. Miss Rose persisted in regarding him as a missionary of food and warmth, and spoke feelingly of the people who had to live in such places. She also warned him against the risk of infection.

You dont understand, he repeated, impatiently. These are nice houses  nice enough for anybody to live in. If you took soup to people like that, why, theyd throw it at you.

Wretches! murmured the indignant Jane, who was enjoying herself amazingly.

His lordship eyed her with sudden suspicion, but her face was quite grave and bore traces of strong feeling. He explained again, but without avail.

You never ought to go near such places, my lord, she concluded, solemnly, as she rose to quit the room. Even a girl of my station would draw the line at that.

She bowed deeply and withdrew. His lordship sank into a chair and, thrusting his hands into his pockets, gazed gloomily at the dried grasses in the grate.

During the next day or two his appetite failed, and other well-known symptoms set in. Miss Rose, diagnosing them all, prescribed by stealth some bitter remedies. The farmer regarded his change of manner with disapproval, and, concluding that it was due to his own complaints, sought to reassure him. He also pointed out that his daughters opinion of the aristocracy was hardly likely to increase if the only member she knew went about the house as though he had just lost his grandmother.

You are longing for the gayeties of town, my lord, he remarked one morning at breakfast.

His lordship shook his head. The gayeties comprised, amongst other things, a stool and a desk.

I dont like town, he said, with a glance at Jane. If I had my choice I would live here always. I would sooner live here in this charming spot with this charming society than anywhere.

Mr. Rose coughed and, having caught his eye, shook his head at him and glanced significantly over at the unconscious Jane. The young man ignored his action and, having got an opening, gave utterance in the course of the next ten minutes to Radical heresies of so violent a type that the farmer could hardly keep his seat. Social distinctions were condemned utterly, and the House of Lords referred to as a human dust-bin. The farmer gazed open-mouthed at this snake he had nourished.

Your lordship will alter your mind when you get to town, said Jane, demurely.

Never! declared the other, impressively.

The girl sighed, and gazing first with much interest at her parent, who seemed to be doing his best to ward off a fit, turned her lustrous eyes upon the guest.

We shall all miss you, she said, softly. Youve been a lesson to all of us.

Lesson? he repeated, flushing.

It has improved our behavior so, having a lord in the house, said Miss Rose, with painful humility. Im sure father hasnt been like the same man since youve been here.

What dye mean Miss? demanded the farmer, hotly.

Dont speak like that before his lordship, father, said his daughter, hastily. Im not blaming you; youre no worse than the other men about here. You havent had an opportunity of learning before, thats all. It isnt your fault.

Learning? bellowed the farmer, turning an inflamed visage upon his apprehensive guest. Have you noticed anything wrong about my behavior?

Certainly not, said his lordship, hastily.

All I know is, continued Miss Rose, positively, I wish you were going to stay here another six months for fathers sake.

Look here began Mr. Rose, smiting the table.

And Annies, said Jane, raising her voice above the din. I dont know which has improved the most. Im sure the way they both drink their tea now

Mr. Rose pushed his chair back loudly and got up from the table. For a moment he stood struggling for words, then he turned suddenly with a growl and quitted the room, banging the door after him in a fashion which clearly indicated that he still had some lessons to learn.

Youve made your father angry, said his lordship.

Its for his own good, said Miss Rose. Are you really sorry to leave us?

Sorry? repeated the other. Sorry is no word for it.

You will miss father, said the girl.

He sighed gently.

And Annie, she continued.

He sighed again, and Jane took a slight glance at him cornerwise.

And me too, I hope, she said, in a low voice.

Miss you! repeated his lordship, in a suffocating voice. I should miss the sun less.

I am so glad, said Jane, clasping her hands; it is so nice to feel that one is not quite forgotten. Of course, I can never forget you. You are the only nobleman I have ever met.

I hope that it is not only because of that, he said, forlornly.

Miss Rose pondered. When she pondered her eyes increased in size and revealed unsuspected depths.

No-o, she said at length, in a hesitating voice.

Suppose that I were not what I am represented to be, he said slowly. Suppose that, instead of being Lord Fairmount, I were merely a clerk.

A clerk? repeated Miss Rose, with a very well-managed shudder. How can I suppose such an absurd thing as that?

But if I were? urged his lordship, feverishly.

Its no use supposing such a thing as that, said Miss Rose, briskly; your high birth is stamped on you.

His lordship shook his head.

I would sooner be a laborer on this farm than a king anywhere else, he said, with feeling.

Miss Rose drew a pattern on the floor with the toe of her shoe.

The poorest laborer on the farm can have the pleasure of looking at you every day, continued his lordship passionately. Every day of his life he can see you, and feel a better man for it.

Miss Rose looked at him sharply. Only the day before the poorest laborer had seen her  when he wasnt expecting the honor  and received an epitome of his character which had nearly stunned him. But his lordships face was quite grave.

I go to-morrow, he said.

Yes, said Jane, in a hushed voice.

He crossed the room gently and took a seat by her side. Miss Rose, still gazing at the floor, wondered indignantly why it was she was not blushing. His Lordships conversation had come to a sudden stop and the silence was most awkward.

Ive been a fool, Miss Rose, he said at last, rising and standing over her; and Ive been taking a great liberty. Ive been deceiving you for nearly a fortnight.

Nonsense! responded Miss Rose, briskly.

I have been deceiving you, he repeated. I have made you believe that I am a person of title.

Nonsense! said Miss Rose again.

The other started and eyed her uneasily.

Nobody would mistake you for a lord, said Miss Rose, cruelly. Why, I shouldnt think that you had ever seen one. You didnt do it at all properly. Why, your uncle Cray would have done it better.

Mr. Crays nephew fell back in consternation and eyed her dumbly as she laughed. All mirth is not contagious, and he was easily able to refrain from joining in this.

I cant understand, said Miss Roset as she wiped a tear-dimmed eye I cant understand how you could have thought I should be so stupid.

Ive been a fool, said the other, bitterly, as he retreated to the door. Good-by.

Good-by, said Jane. She looked him full in the face, and the blushes for which she had been waiting came in force. You neednt go, unless you want to, she said, softly. I like fools better than lords.
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ALFS DREAM
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IVE just been drinking a mans health, said the night watchman, coming slowly on to the wharf and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand; hes come in for a matter of three undred and twenty pounds, and he stood me arf a pint  arf a pint!

He dragged a small empty towards him, and after planing the surface with his hand sat down and gazed scornfully across the river.

Four ale, he said, with a hard laugh; and when I asked im  just for the look of the thing, and to give im a hint  whether hed ave another, he said yes.

The night watchman rose and paced restlessly up and down the jetty.

Money, he said, at last, resuming his wonted calm and lowering himself carefully to the box again money always gets left to the wrong people; some of the kindest-arted men Ive ever known ave never had a hapenny left em, while teetotaler arter teetotaler wot Ive heard of ave come in for fortins.

Its ard lines though, sometimes, waiting for other peoples money. I knew o one chap that waited over forty years for is grandmother to die and leave im her money; and she died of catching cold at is funeral. Another chap I knew, arter waiting years and years for is rich aunt to die, was hung because she committed suicide.

Its always risky work waiting for other people to die and leave you money. Sometimes they dont die; sometimes they marry agin; and sometimes they leave it to other people instead.

Talking of marrying agin reminds me o something that appened to a young fellow I knew named Alf Simms. Being an orphan e was brought up by his uncle, George Hatchard, a widowed man of about sixty. Alf used to go to sea off and on, but more off than on, his uncle aving quite a tidy bit of ouse property, and it being understood that Alf was to have it arter he ad gone. His uncle used to like to ave him at ome, and Alf didnt like work, so it suited both parties.

I used to give Alf a bit of advice sometimes, sixty being a dangerous age for a man, especially when he as been a widower for so long he as had time to forget wot being marrieds like; but I must do Alf the credit to say it wasnt wanted. He ad got a very old ead on his shoulders, and always picked the housekeeper imself to save the old man the trouble. I saw two of em, and I dare say I could ave seen more, only I didnt want to.

Cleverness is a good thing in its way, but theres such a thing as being too clever, and the last ouse-keeper young Alf picked died of old age a week arter he ad gone to sea. She passed away while she was drawing George Hatchards supper beer, and he lost ten gallons o the best bitter ale and his ousekeeper at the same time.

It was four months arter that afore Alf came ome, and the fust sight of the new ousekeeper, wot opened the door to im, upset im terrible. She was the right side o sixty to begin with, and only ordinary plain. Then she was as clean as a new pin, and dressed up as though she was going out to tea.

Oh, youre Alfred, I spose? she ses, looking at im.

Mr. Simms is my name, ses young Alf, starting and drawing hisself up.

I know you by your portrait, ses the ousekeeper. Come in. Ave you ad a pleasant vyge? Wipe your boots.

Alfred wiped is boots afore he thought of wot he was doing. Then he drew hisself up stiff agin and marched into the parlor.

Sit down, ses the ousekeeper, in a kind voice.

Alfred sat down afore he thought wot e was doing agin.

I always like to see people comfortable, ses the ousekeeper; its my way. Its warm weather for the time o year, aint it? George is upstairs, but hell be down in a minute.

Who? ses Alf, hardly able to believe his ears.

George, ses the ousekeeper.

George? George who? ses Alfred, very severe.

Why your uncle, of course, ses the ousekeeper. Do you think Ive got a houseful of Georges?

Young Alf sat staring at her and couldnt say a word. He noticed that the room ad been altered, and that there was a big photygraph of her stuck up on the mantelpiece. He sat there fidgeting with is feet  until the ousekeeper looked at them  and then e got up and walked upstairs.

His uncle, wot was sitting on his bed when e went into the room and pretended that he adnt heard im come in, shook hands with im as though hed never leave off.

Ive got something to tell you, Alf, he ses, arter they ad said How dye do? and he ad talked about the weather until Alf was fair tired of it.

Ive been and gone and done a foolish thing, and ow youll take it I dont know.

Been and asked the new ousekeeper to marry you, I spose? ses Alf, looking at im very hard.

His uncle shook his ead. I never asked er; Id take my Davy I didnt, he ses.

Well, you aint going to marry her, then? ses Alf, brightening up.

His uncle shook his ead agin. She didnt want no asking, he ses, speaking very slow and mournful. I just appened to put my arm round her waist by accident one day and the thing was done.

Accident? How could you do it by accident? ses Alf, firing up.

How can I tell you that? ses George Hat-chard. If Id known ow, it wouldnt ave been an accident, would it?

Dont you want to marry her? ses Alf, at last. You neednt marry er if you dont want to.

George Hatchard looked at im and sniffed. When you know her as well as I do you wont talk so foolish, he ses. Wed better go down now, else shell think weve been talking about er.

They went downstairs and ad tea together, and young Alf soon see the truth of his uncles remarks. Mrs. Pearce  that was the ousekeepers name  called his uncle dear every time she spoke to im, and arter tea she sat on the sofa side by side with im and held his and.

Alf lay awake arf that night thinking things over and ow to get Mrs. Pearce out of the house, and he woke up next morning with it still on is mind. Every time he got is uncle alone he spoke to im about it, and told im to pack Mrs. Pearce off with a months wages, but George Hatchard wouldnt listen to im.

Shed ave me up for breach of promise and ruin me, he ses. She reads the paper to me every Sunday arternoon, mostly breach of promise cases, and shed ave me up for it as soon as look at me. Shes got eaps and eaps of love-letters o mine.

Love-letters! ses Alf, staring. Love-letters when you live in the same house!

She started it, ses his uncle; she pushed one under my door one morning, and I ad to answer it. She wouldnt come down and get my breakfast till I did. I have to send her one every morning.

Do you sign em with your own name? ses Alf, arter thinking a bit.

No, ses is uncle, turning red.

Wot do you sign em, then? ses Alf.

Never you mind, ses his uncle, turning redder. Its my handwriting, and thats good enough for her. I did try writing backwards, but I only did it once. I wouldnt do it agin for fifty pounds. You ought to ha heard er.

If er fust husband was alive she couldnt marry you, ses Alf, very slow and thoughtful.

No, ses his uncle, nasty-like; and if I was an old woman she couldnt marry me. You know as well as I do that he went down with the Evening Star fifteen years ago.

So far as she knows, ses Alf; but there was four of them saved, so why not five? Mightnt e have floated away on a spar or something and been picked up? Cant you dream it three nights running, and tell er that you feel certain sure hes alive?

If I dreamt it fifty times it wouldnt make any difference, ses George Hatchard. Here! wot are you up to? Ave you gone mad, or wot? You poke me in the ribs like that agin if you dare.

Her fust usbands alive, ses Alf, smiling at un.

Wot? ses his uncle.

He floated away on a bit o wreckage, ses Alf, nodding at im, just like they do in books, and was picked up more dead than alive and took to Melbourne. Hes now living up-country working on a sheep station.

Whos dreaming now? ses his uncle.

Its a fact, ses Alf. I know a chap wots met im and talked to im. She cant marry you while hes alive, can she?

Certainly not, ses George Hatchard, trembling all over; but are you sure you avent made a mistake?

Certain sure, ses Alf.

Its too good to be true, ses George Hatchard.

O course it is, ses Alf, but she wont know that. Look ere; you write down all the things that she as told you about herself and give it to me, and Ill soon find the chap I spoke of wots met im. Hed meet a dozen men if it was made worth his while.

George Hatchard couldnt understand im at fust, and when he did he wouldnt ave a hand in it because it wasnt the right thing to do, and because he felt sure that Mrs. Pearce would find it out. But at last e wrote out all about her for Alf; her maiden name, and where she was born, and everything; and then he told Alf that, if e dared to play such a trick on an unsuspecting, loving woman, hed never forgive im.

I shall want a couple o quid, ses Alf.

Certainly not, ses his uncle. I wont ave nothing to do with it, I tell you.

Only to buy chocolates with, ses Alf.

Oh, all right, ses George Hatchard; and he went upstairs to is bedroom and came down with three pounds and gave im. If that aint enough, he ses, let me know, and you can ave more.

Alf winked at im, but the old man drew hisself up and stared at im, and then e turned and walked away with his ead in the air.

He ardly got a chance of speaking to Alf next day, Mrs. Pearce being ere, there, and everywhere, as the saying is, and finding so many little odd jobs for Alf to do that there was no time for talking. But the day arter he sidled up to im when the ouse-keeper was out of the room and asked im whether he ad bought the chocolates.

Yes, ses Alfred, taking one out of is pocket and eating it, some of em.

George Hatchard coughed and fidgeted about. When are you going to buy the others? he ses.

As I want em, ses Alf. Theyd spoil if I got em all at once.

George Hatchard coughed agin. I ope you havent been going on with that wicked plan you spoke to me about the other night, he ses.

Certainly not, ses Alf, winking to imself; not arter wot you said. How could I?

Thats right, ses the old man. Im sorry for this marriage for your sake, Alf. O course, I was going to leave you my little bit of ouse property, but I suppose now itll ave to be left to her. Well, well, I spose its best for a young man to make his own way in the world.

I spose so, ses Alf.

Mrs. Pearce was asking only yesterday when you was going back to sea agin, ses his uncle, looking at im.

Oh! ses Alf.

Shes took a dislike to you, I think, ses the old man. Its very ard, my favrite nephew, and the only one Ive got. I forgot to tell you the other day that her fust usband, Charlie Pearce, ad a kind of a wart on is left ear. Shes often spoke to me about it.

In  deed! ses Alf.

Yes, ses his uncle, left ear, and a scar on his forehead where a friend of his kicked im one day.

Alf nodded, and then he winked at im agin. George Hatchard didnt wink back, but he patted im on the shoulder and said ow well he was filling out, and ow he got more like is pore mother every day he lived.
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I ad a dream last night, ses Alf. I dreamt that a man I know named Bill Flurry, but wot called imself another name in my dream, and didnt know me then, came ere one evening when we was all sitting down at supper, Joe Morgan and is missis being here, and said as ow Mrs. Pearces fust husband was alive and well.

Thats a very odd dream, ses his uncle; but wot was Joe Morgan and his missis in it for?

Witnesses, ses Alf.

George Hatchard fell over a footstool with surprise. Go on, he ses, rubbing his leg. Its a queer thing, but I was going to ask the Morgans ere to spend the evening next Wednesday.

Or was it Tuesday? ses Alf, considering.

I said Tuesday, ses his uncle, looking over Alfs head so that he neednt see im wink agin. Wot was the end of your dream, Alf?

The end of it was, ses Alf, that you and Mrs. Pearce was both very much upset, as o course you couldnt marry while er fust was alive, and the last thing I see afore I woke up was her boxes standing at the front door waiting for a cab.

George Hatchard was going to ask im more about it, but just then Mrs. Pearce came in with a pair of Alfs socks that he ad been untidy enough to leave in the middle of the floor instead of chucking em under the bed. She was so unpleasant about it that, if it hadnt ha been for the thought of wot was going to appen on Tuesday, Alf couldnt ha stood it.

For the next day or two George Hatchard was in such a state of nervousness and excitement that Alf was afraid that the ousekeeper would notice it. On Tuesday morning he was trembling so much that she said hed got a chill, and she told im to go to bed and shed make im a nice hot mustard poultice. George was afraid to say no, but while she was in the kitchen making the poultice he slipped out for a walk and cured is trembling with three whiskies. Alf nearly got the poultice instead, she was so angry.

She was unpleasant all dinner-time, but she got better in the arternoon, and when the Morgans came in the evening, and she found that Mrs. Morgan ad got a nasty sort o red swelling on her nose, she got quite good-tempered. She talked about it nearly all supper-time, telling er what she ought to do to it, and about a friend of hers that ad one and ad to turn teetotaler on account of it.

My nose is good enough for me, ses Mrs. Morgan, at last.

It dont affect er appetite, ses George Hat-chard, trying to make things pleasant, and thats the main thing.

Mrs. Morgan got up to go, but arter George Hat-chard ad explained wot he didnt mean she sat down agin and began to talk to Mrs. Pearce about er dress and ow beautifully it was made. And she asked Mrs. Pearce to give er the pattern of it, because she should ave one like it herself when she was old enough. I do like to see people dressed suitable, she ses, with a smile.

I think you ought to ave a much deeper color than this, ses Mrs. Pearce, considering.

Not when Im faded, ses Mrs. Morgan.

Mrs. Pearce, wot was filling er glass at the time, spilt a lot of beer all over the tablecloth, and she was so cross about it that she sat like a stone statue for pretty near ten minutes. By the time supper was finished people was passing things to each other in whispers, and when a bit o cheese went the wrong way with Joe Morgan he nearly suffocated imself for fear of making a noise.

They ad a game o cards arter supper, counting twenty nuts as a penny, and everybody got more cheerful. They was all laughing and talking, and Joe Morgan was pretending to steal Mrs. Pearces nuts, when George Hatchard held up his and.

Somebody at the street door, I think, he ses.

Young Alf got up to open it, and they eard a mans voice in the passage asking whether Mrs. Pearce lived there, and the next moment Alf came into the room, followed by Bill Flurry.

Heres a gentleman o the name o Smith asking arter you, he ses, looking at Mrs. Pearce.

Wot dyou want? ses Mrs. Pearce rather sharp.

It is er, ses Bill, stroking his long white beard and casting is eyes up at the ceiling. You dont remember me, Mrs. Pearce, but I used to see you years ago, when you and poor Charlie Pearce was living down Poplar way.

Well, wot about it? ses Mrs. Pearce.

Im coming to it, ses Bill Flurry. Ive been two months trying to find you, so theres no need to be in a hurry for a minute or two. Besides, what Ive got to say ought to be broke gently, in case you faint away with joy.

Rubbish! ses Mrs. Pearce. I aint the fainting sort.

I ope its nothing unpleasant, ses George Hat-chard, pouring im out a glass of whisky.

Quite the opposite, ses Bill. Its the best news shes eard for fifteen years.

Are you going to tell me wot you want, or aint you? ses Mrs. Pearce.

Im coming to it, ses Bill. Six months ago I was in Melbourne, and one day I was strolling about looking in at the shop-winders, when all at once I thought I see a face I knew. It was a good bit older than when I see it last, and the whiskers was gray, but I says to myself

I can see wots coming, ses Mrs. Morgan, turning red with excitement and pinching Joes arm.

I ses to myself, ses Bill Flurry, either thats a ghost, I ses or else its Charlie

Go on, ses George Hatchard, as was sitting with is fists clinched on the table and is eyes wide open, staring at im.

Pearce, ses Bill Flurry.

You might ave heard a pin drop. They all sat staring at im, and then George Hatchard took out is handkerchief and eld it up to is face.

But he was drownded in the Evening Star ses Joe Morgan.

Bill Flurry didnt answer im. He poured out pretty near a tumbler of whisky and offered it to Mrs. Pearce, but she pushed it away, and, arter looking round in a elpless sort of way and shaking his ead once or twice, he finished it up imself.

It couldnt ave been im, ses George Hatchard, speaking through is handkerchief. I cant believe it. Its too cruel.

I tell you it was im, ses Bill. He floated off on a spar when the ship went down, and was picked up two days arterwards by a bark and taken to New Zealand. He told me all about it, and he told me if ever I saw is wife to give her is kind regards.

Kind regards! ses Joe Morgan, starting up. Why didnt he let is wife know e was alive?

Thats wot I said to im, ses Bill Flurry; but he said he ad is reasons.

Ah, to be sure, ses Mrs. Morgan, nodding. Why, you and her cant be married now, she ses, turning to George Hatchard.

Married? ses Bill Flurry with a start, as George Hatchard gave a groan that surprised im-self. Good gracious! what a good job I found er!

I spose you dont know where he is to be found now? ses Mrs. Pearce, in a low voice, turning to Bill.

I do not, maam, ses Bill, but I think youd find im somewhere in Australia. He keeps changing is name and shifting about, but I dare say youd ave as good a chance of finding im as anybody.

Its a terrible blow to me, ses George Hatchard, dabbing his eyes.

I know it is, ses Mrs. Pearce; but there, you men are all alike. I dare say if this hadnt turned up youd ha found something else.

Oh, ow can you talk like that? ses George Hatchard, very reproachful. Its the only thing in the world that could ave prevented our getting married. Im surprised at you.

Well, thats all right, then, ses Mrs. Pearce, and well get married after all.

But you cant, ses Alf.

Its bigamy, ses Joe Morgan.

Youd get six months, ses his wife.

Dont you worry, dear, ses Mrs. Pearce, nodding at George Hatchard; that mans made a mistake.

Mistake! ses Bill Flurry. Why, I tell you I talked to im. It was Charlie Pearce right enough; scar on is forehead and a wart on is left ear and all.

Its wonderful, ses Mrs. Pearce. I cant think where you got it all from.

Got it all from? ses Bill, staring at her. Why, from im.

Oh, of course, ses Mrs. Pearce. I didnt think of that; but that only makes it the more wonderful, doesnt it?  because, you see, he didnt go on the Evening Star.

Wot? ses George Hatchard. Why you told me yourself

I know I did, ses Mrs. Pearce, but that was only just to spare your feelings. Charlie was going to sea in her, but he was prevented.

Prevented? ses two or three of em.

Yes, ses Mrs. Pearce; the night afore he was to ave sailed there was some silly mistake over a diamond ring, and he got five years. He gave a different name at the police-station, and naturally everybody thought e went down with the ship. And when he died in prison I didnt undeceive em.

She took out her andkerchief, and while she was busy with it Bill Flurry got up and went out on tiptoe. Young Alf got up a second or two arterwards to see where hed gone; and the last Joe Morgan and his missis see of the happy couple they was sitting on one chair, and George Hatchard was making desprit and artrending attempts to smile.


A DISTANT RELATIVE
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MR. POTTER had just taken Ethel Spriggs into the kitchen to say good-by; in the small front room Mr. Spriggs, with his fingers already fumbling at the linen collar of ceremony, waited impatiently.

They get longer and longer over their good-bys, he complained.

Its only natural, said Mrs. Spriggs, looking up from a piece of fine sewing. Dont you remember

No, I dont, said her husband, doggedly. I know that your pore father never ad to put on a collar for me; and, mind you, I wont wear one after theyre married, not if you all went on your bended knees and asked me to.

He composed his face as the door opened, and nodded good-night to the rather over-dressed young man who came through the room with his daughter.

The latter opened the front-door and passing out with Mr. Potter, held it slightly open. A penetrating draught played upon the exasperated Mr. Spriggs. He coughed loudly.

Your fathers got a cold, said Mr. Potter, in a concerned voice.

No; its only too much smoking, said the girl. Hes smoking all day long. The indignant Mr. Spriggs coughed again; but the young people had found a new subject of conversation. It ended some minutes later in a playful scuffle, during which the door acted the part of a ventilating fan.

Its only for another fortnight, said Mrs. Spriggs, hastily, as her husband rose.

After theyre spliced, said the vindictive Mr. Spriggs, resuming his seat, Ill go round and Ill play about with their front-door till

He broke off abruptly as his daughter, darting into the room, closed the door with a bang that nearly extinguished the lamp, and turned the key. Before her flushed and laughing face Mr. Spriggs held his peace.

Whats the matter? she asked, eying him. What are you looking like that for?

Too much draught  for your mother, said Mr. Spriggs, feebly. Im afraid of her asthma agin.

He fell to work on the collar once more, and, escaping at last from the clutches of that enemy, laid it on the table and unlaced his boots. An attempt to remove his coat was promptly frustrated by his daughter.

Youll get doing it when you come round to see us, she explained.

Mr. Spriggs sighed, and lighting a short clay pipe  forbidden in the presence of his future son-in-law  fell to watching mother and daughter as they gloated over dress materials and discussed double-widths.

Anybody who cant be appy with her, he said, half an hour later, as his daughter slapped his head by way of bidding him good-night, and retired, dont deserve to be appy.

I wish it was over, whispered his wife. Shell break her heart if anything happens, and  and Gus-sie will be out now in a day or two.

A gal cant elp what her uncle does, said Mr. Spriggs, fiercely; if Alfred throws her over for that, hes no man.

Pride is his great fault, said his wife, mournfully. .

Its no good taking up troubles afore they come, observed Mr. Spriggs. Praps Gussie wont come ere.

Hell come straight here, said his wife, with conviction; hell come straight here and try and make a fuss of me, same as he used to do when we was children and Id got a hapenny. I know him.

Cheer up, old gal, said Mr. Spriggs; if he does, we must try and get rid of im; and, if he wont go, we must tell Alfred that hes been to Australia, same as we did Ethel.

His wife smiled faintly.

Thats the ticket, continued Mr. Spriggs. For one thing, I bleeve hell be ashamed to show his face here; but, if he does, hes come back from Australia. See? Itll make it nicer for im too. You dont suppose he wants to boast of where hes been?

And suppose he comes while Alfred is here? said his wife.

Then I say, How ave you left em all in Australia? and wink at him, said the ready Mr. Spriggs.

And spose youre not here? objected his wife.

Then you say it and wink at him, was the reply. No; I know you cant, he added, hastily, as Mrs. Spriggs raised another objection; youve been too well brought up. Still, you can try.

It was a slight comfort to Mrs. Spriggs that Mr. Augustus Price did, after all, choose a convenient time for his reappearance. A faint knock sounded on the door two days afterwards as she sat at tea with her husband, and an anxious face with somewhat furtive eyes was thrust into the room.

Emma! said a mournful voice, as the upper part of the intruders body followed the face.

Gussie! said Mrs. Spriggs, rising in disorder.

Mr. Price drew his legs into the room, and, closing the door with extraordinary care, passed the cuff of his coat across his eyes and surveyed them tenderly.

Ive come home to die, he said, slowly, and, tottering across the room, embraced his sister with much unction.

What are you going to die of? inquired Mr. Spriggs, reluctantly accepting the extended hand.

Broken art, George, replied his brother-in-law, sinking into a chair.

Mr. Spriggs grunted, and, moving his chair a little farther away, watched the intruder as his wife handed him a plate. A troubled glance from his wife reminded him of their arrangements for the occasion, and he cleared his throat several times in vain attempts to begin.

Im sorry that we cant ask you to stay with us, Gussie, specially as youre so ill, he said, at last; but praps youll be better after picking a bit.

Mr. Price, who was about to take a slice of bread and butter, refrained, and, closing his eyes, uttered a faint moan. I shant last the night, he muttered.

Thats just it, said Mr. Spriggs, eagerly. You see, Ethel is going to be married in a fortnight, and if you died here that would put it off.

I might last longer if I was took care of, said the other, opening his eyes.

And, besides, Ethel dont know where youve been, continued Mr. Spriggs. We told er that you had gone to Australia. Shes going to marry a very partikler young chap  a grocer  and if he found it out it might be awkard.

Mr. Price closed his eyes again, but the lids quivered.

It took im some time to get over me being a bricklayer, pursued Mr. Spriggs. What hed say to you

Tell im Ive come back from Australia, if you like, said Mr. Price, faintly. I dont mind.

Mr. Spriggs cleared his throat again. But, you see, we told Ethel as you was doing well out there, he said, with an embarrassed laugh, and girl-like, and Alfred talking a good deal about his relations, she  shes made the most of it.

It dont matter, said the complaisant Mr. Price; you say what you like. I shant interfere with you.

But, you see, you dont look as though youve been making money, said his sister, impatiently. Look at your clothes.

Mr. Price held up his hand. Thats easy got over, he remarked; while Im having a bit of tea George can go out and buy me some new ones. You get what you think I should look richest in, George  a black tail-coat would be best, I should think, but I leave it to you. A bit of a fancy waistcoat, praps, lightish trousers, and a pair o nice boots, easy sevens.

He sat upright in his chair and, ignoring the look of consternation that passed between husband and wife, poured himself out a cup of tea and took a slice of cake.

Have you got any money? said Mr. Spriggs, after a long pause.

I left it behind me  in Australia, said Mr. Price, with ill-timed facetiousness.

Getting better, aint you? said his brother-in-law, sharply. Hows that broken art getting on?

Itll go all right under a fancy waistcoat, was the reply; and while youre about it, George, youd better get me a scarf-pin, and, if you could run to a gold watch and chain

He was interrupted by a frenzied outburst from Mr. Spriggs; a somewhat incoherent summary of Mr. Prices past, coupled with unlawful and heathenish hopes for his future.

Youre wasting time, said Mr. Price, calmly, as he paused for breath. Dont get em if you dont want to. Im trying to help you, thats all. I dont mind anybody knowing where Ive been. I was innercent. If you will give way to sinful pride you must pay for it.

Mr. Spriggs, by a great effort, regained his self-control. Will you go away if I give you a quid? he asked, quietly.

No, said Mr. Price, with a placid smile. Ive got a better idea of the value of money than that. Besides, I want to see my dear niece, and see whether that young mans good enough for her.

Two quid? suggested his brother-in-law. Mr. Price shook his head. I couldnt do it, he said, calmly. In justice to myself I couldnt do it. Youll be feeling lonely when you lose Ethel, and Ill stay and keep you company.

The bricklayer nearly broke out again; but, obeying a glance from his wife, closed his lips and followed her obediently upstairs. Mr. Price, filling his pipe from a paper of tobacco on the mantelpiece, winked at himself encouragingly in the glass, and smiled gently as he heard the chinking of coins upstairs.

Be, careful about the size, he said, as Mr. Spriggs came down and took his hat from a nail; about a couple of inches shorter than yourself and not near so much round the waist.

Mr. Spriggs regarded him sternly for a few seconds, and then, closing the door with a bang, went off down the street. Left alone, Mr. Price strolled about the room investigating, and then, drawing an easy-chair up to the fire, put his feet on the fender and relapsed into thought.

Two hours later he sat in the same place, a changed and resplendent being. His thin legs were hidden in light check trousers, and the companion waistcoat to Josephs Coat graced the upper part of his body. A large chrysanthemum in the button-hole of his frock-coat completed the picture of an Australian millionaire, as understood by Mr. Spriggs.

A nice watch and chain, and a little money in my pockets, and I shall be all right, murmured Mr. Price.

You wont get any more out o me, said Mr. Spriggs, fiercely. Ive spent every farthing Ive got.

Except whats in the bank, said his brother-in-law. Itll take you a day or two to get at it, I know. Spose we say Saturday for the watch and chain?

Mr. Spriggs looked helplessly at his wife, but she avoided his gaze. He turned and gazed in a fascinated fashion at Mr. Price, and received a cheerful nod in return.

Ill come with you and help choose it, said the latter. Itll save you trouble if it dont save your pocket.

He thrust his hands in his trouser-pockets and, spreading his legs wide apart, tilted his head back and blew smoke to the ceiling. He was in the same easy position when Ethel arrived home accompanied by Mr. Potter.

Its  its your Uncle Gussie, said Mrs. Spriggs, as the girl stood eying the visitor.

From Australia, said her husband, thickly.

Mr. Price smiled, and his niece, noticing that he removed his pipe and wiped his lips with the back of his hand, crossed over and kissed his eyebrow. Mr. Potter was then introduced and received a gracious reception, Mr. Price commenting on the extraordinary likeness he bore to a young friend of his who had just come in for forty thousand a year.
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Thats nearly as much as youre worth, uncle, isnt it? inquired Miss Spriggs, daringly.

Mr. Price shook his head at her and pondered. Rather more, he said, at last, rather more.

Mr. Potter caught his breath sharply; Mr. Spriggs, who was stooping to get a light for his pipe, nearly fell into the fire. There was an impressive silence.

Money isnt everything, said Mr. Price, looking round and shaking his head. Its not much good, except to give away.

His eye roved round the room and came to rest finally upon Mr. Potter. The young man noticed with a thrill that it beamed with benevolence.

Fancy coming over without saying a word to anybody, and taking us all by surprise like this! said Ethel.

I felt I must see you all once more before I died, said her uncle, simply. Just a flying visit I meant it to be, but your father and mother wont hear of my going back just yet.

Of course not, said Ethel, who was helping the silent Mrs. Spriggs to lay supper.

When I talked of going your father eld me down in my chair, continued the veracious Mr. Price.

Quite right, too, said the girl. Now draw your chair up and have some supper, and tell us all about Australia.

Mr. Price drew his chair up, but, as to talking about Australia, he said ungratefully that he was sick of the name of the place, and preferred instead to discuss the past and future of Mr. Potter. He learned, among other things, that that gentleman was of a careful and thrifty disposition, and that his savings, augmented by a lucky legacy, amounted to a hundred and ten pounds.

Alfred is going to stay with Palmer and Mays for another year, and then we shall take a business of our own, said Ethel.

Quite right, said Mr. Price. I like to see young people make their own way, he added meaningly. Its good for em.

It was plain to all that he had taken a great fancy to Mr. Potter. He discussed the grocery trade with the air of a rich man seeking a good investment, and threw out dark hints about returning to England after a final visit to Australia and settling down in the bosom of his family. He accepted a cigar from Mr. Potter after supper, and, when the young man left  at an unusually late hour  walked home with him.
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It was the first of several pleasant evenings, and Mr. Price, who had bought a book dealing with Australia from a second-hand bookstall, no longer denied them an account of his adventures there. A gold watch and chain, which had made a serious hole in his brother-in-laws Savings Bank account, lent an air of substance to his waistcoat, and a pin of excellent paste sparkled in his neck-tie. Under the influence of good food and home comforts he improved every day, and the unfortunate Mr. Spriggs was at his wits end to resist further encroachments. From the second day of their acquaintance he called Mr. Potter Alf, and the young people listened with great attention to his discourse on Money: How to Make It and How to Keep It.

His own dealings with Mr. Spriggs afforded an example which he did not quote. Beginning with shillings, he led up to half-crowns, and, encouraged by success, one afternoon boldly demanded a half-sovereign to buy a wedding-present with. Mrs. Spriggs drew her over-wrought husband into the kitchen and argued with him in whispers.

Give him what he wants till theyre married, she entreated; after that Alfred cant help himself, and itll be as much to his interest to keep quiet as anybody else.

Mr. Spriggs, who had been a careful man all his life, found the half-sovereign and a few new names, which he bestowed upon Mr. Price at the same time. The latter listened unmoved. In fact, a bright eye and a pleasant smile seemed to indicate that he regarded them rather in the nature of compliments than otherwise.

I telegraphed over to Australia this morning, he said, as they all sat at supper that evening.

A gold watch and chain lent an air of substance to his waistcoat.

About my money? said Mr. Potter, eagerly.

Mr. Price frowned at him swiftly. No; telling my head clerk to send over a wedding-present for you, he said, his face softening under the eye of Mr. Spriggs. Ive got just the thing for you there. I cant see anything good enough over here.

The young couple were warm in their thanks.

What did you mean, about your money? inquired Mr. Spriggs, turning to his future son-in-law.

Nothing, said the young man, evasively.

Its a secret, said Mr. Price.

What about? persisted Mr. Spriggs, raising his voice.

Its a little private business between me and Uncle Gussie, said Mr. Potter, somewhat stiffly.

You  you havent been lending him money? stammered the bricklayer.

Dont be silly, father, said Miss Spriggs, sharply. What good would Alfreds little bit o money be to Uncle Gussie? If you must know, Alfred is drawing it out for uncle to invest it for him.

The eyes of Mr. and Mrs. Spriggs and Mr. Price engaged in a triangular duel. The latter spoke first.

Im putting it into my business for him, he said, with a threatening glance, in Australia.

And he didnt want his generosity known, added Mr. Potter.

The bewildered Mr. Spriggs looked helplessly round the table. His wifes foot pressed his, and like a mechanical toy his lips snapped together.

I didnt know you had got your money handy, said Mrs. Spriggs, in trembling tones.

I made special application, and Im to have it on Friday, said Mr. Potter, with a smile. You dont get a chance like that every day.

He filled Uncle Gussies glass for him, and that gentleman at once raised it and proposed the health of the young couple. If anything was to appen to break it off now, he said, with a swift glance at his sister, theyd be miserable for life, I can see that.

Miserable for ever, assented Mr. Potter, in a sepulchral voice, as he squeezed the hand of Miss Spriggs under the table.

Its the only thing worth aving  love, continued Mr. Price, watching his brother-in-law out of the corner of his eye. Money is nothing.

Mr. Spriggs emptied his glass and, knitting his brows, drew patterns on the cloth with the back of his knife. His wifes foot was still pressing on his, and he waited for instructions.

For once, however, Mrs. Spriggs had none to give. Even when Mr. Potter had gone and Ethel had retired upstairs she was still voiceless. She sat for some time looking at the fire and stealing an occasional glance at Uncle Gussie as he smoked a cigar; then she arose and bent over her husband.

Do what you think best, she said, in a weary voice. Good-night.

What about that money of young Alfreds? demanded Mr. Spriggs, as the door closed behind her.

Im going to put it in my business, said Uncle Gussie, blandly; my business in Australia. Ho! Youve got to talk to me about that first, said the other.

His brother-in-law leaned back and smoked with placid enjoyment. You do what you like, he said, easily. Of course, if you tell Alfred, I shant get the money, and Ethel wont get im. Besides that, hell find out what lies youve been telling.

I wonder you can look me in the face, said the raging bricklayer.

And I should give him to understand that you were going shares in the hundred and ten pounds and then thought better of it, said the unmoved Mr. Price. Hes the sort o young chap asll believe anything. Bless im!

Mr. Spriggs bounced up from his chair and stood over him with his fists clinched. Mr. Price glared defiance.

If youre so partikler you can make it up to him, he said, slowly. Youve been a saving man, I know, and Emma ad a bit left her that I ought to have ad. When youve done play-acting Ill go to bed. So long!

He got up, yawning, and walked to the door, and Mr. Spriggs, after a momentary idea of breaking him in pieces and throwing him out into the street, blew out the lamp and went upstairs to discuss the matter with his wife until morning.

Mr. Spriggs left for his work next day with the question still undecided, but a pretty strong conviction that Mr. Price would have to have his way. The wedding was only five days off, and the house was in a bustle of preparation. A certain gloom which he could not shake off he attributed to a raging toothache, turning a deaf ear to the various remedies suggested by Uncle Gussie, and the name of an excellent dentist who had broken a tooth of Mr. Potters three times before extracting it.

Uncle Gussie he treated with bare civility in public, and to blood-curdling threats in private. Mr. Price, ascribing the latter to the toothache, also varied his treatment to his company; prescribing whisky held in the mouth, and other agreeable remedies when there were listeners, and recommending him to fill his mouth with cold water and sit on the fire till it boiled, when they were alone.

He was at his worst on Thursday morning; on Thursday afternoon he came home a bright and contented man. He hung his cap on the nail with a flourish, kissed his wife, and, in full view of the disapproving Mr. Price, executed a few clumsy steps on the hearthrug.

Come in for a fortune? inquired the latter, eying him sourly.

No; Ive saved one, replied Mr. Spriggs, gayly. I wonder I didnt think of it myself.

Think of what? inquired Mr. Price.

Youll soon know, said Mr. Spriggs, and youve only got yourself to thank for it.

Uncle Gussie sniffed suspiciously; Mrs. Spriggs pressed for particulars.

Ive got out of the difficulty, said her husband, drawing his chair to the tea-table. Nobodyll suffer but Gussie.

Ho! said that gentleman, sharply.

I took the day off, said Mr. Spriggs, smiling contentedly at his wife, and went to see a friend of mine, Bill White the policeman, and told him about Gussie.

Mr. Price stiffened in his chair.

Acting  under  his  advice, said Mr. Spriggs, sipping his tea, I wrote to Scotland Yard and told em that Augustus Price, ticket-of-leave man, was trying to obtain a hundred and ten pounds by false pretences.

Mr. Price, white and breathless, rose and confronted him.

The beauty o that is, as Bill says, continued Mr. Spriggs, with much enjoyment, that Gussiell ave to set out on his travels again. Hell have to go into hiding, because if they catch him hell ave to finish his time. And Bill says if he writes letters to any of us itll only make it easier to find him. Youd better take the first train to Australia, Gussie.

What  what time did you post  the letter? inquired Uncle Gussie, jerkily.

Bout two oclock, said Mr. Spriggs, glaring aft the clock. I reckon youve just got time.

Mr. Price stepped swiftly to the small sideboard, and, taking up his hat, clapped it on. He paused a moment at the door to glance up and down the street, and then the door closed softly behind him. Mrs. Spriggs looked at her husband.

Called away to Australia by special telegram, said the latter, winking. Bill White is a trump; thats what he is.

Oh, George! said his wife. Did you really write that letter?

Mr. Spriggs winked again.


THE TEST
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PEBBLESEA was dull, and Mr. Frederick Dix, mate of the ketch Starfish, after a long and unsuccessful quest for amusement, returned to the harbor with an idea of forgetting his disappointment in sleep. The few shops in the High Street were closed, and the only entertainment offered at the taverns was contained in glass and pewter. The attitude of the landlord of the Pilots Hope, where Mr. Dix had sought to enliven the proceedings by a song and dance, still rankled in his memory.

The skipper and the hands were still ashore and the ketch looked so lonely that the mate, thinking better of his idea of retiring, thrust his hands deep in his pockets and sauntered round the harbor. It was nearly dark, and the only other man visible stood at the edge of the quay gazing at the water. He stood for so long that the mates easily aroused curiosity awoke, and, after twice passing, he edged up to him and ventured a remark on the fineness of the night.

The nights all right, said the young man, gloomily.

Youre rather near the edge, said the mate, after a pause.

I like being near the edge, was the reply.

Mr. Dix whistled softly and, glancing up at the tall, white-faced young man before him, pushed his cap back and scratched his head.

Aint got anything on your mind, have you? he inquired.

The young man groaned and turned away, and the mate, scenting a little excitement, took him gently by the coat-sleeve and led him from the brink. Sympathy begets confidence, and, within the next ten minutes, he had learned that Arthur Heard, rejected by Emma Smith, was contemplating the awful crime of self-destruction.

Why, Ive known er for seven years, said Mr. Heard; seven years, and this is the end of it.

The mate shook his head.

I told er I was coming straight away to drownd myself, pursued Mr. Heard. My last words to er was, When you see my bloated corpse youll be sorry.

I expect shell cry and carry on like anything, said the mate, politely.

The other turned and regarded him. Why, you dont think Im going to, do you? he inquired, sharply. Why, I wouldnt drownd myself for fifty blooming gells.

But what did you tell her you were going to for, then? demanded the puzzled mate.

Cos I thought it would upset er and make er give way, said the other, bitterly; and all it done was to make er laugh as though shed ave a fit.

It would serve her jolly well right if you did drown yourself, said Mr. Dix, judiciously. It ud spoil her life for her.

Ah, and it wouldnt spoil mine, I spose? rejoined Mr. Heard, with ferocious sarcasm.

How she will laugh when she sees you to-morrow, mused the mate. Is she the sort of girl that would spread it about?

Mr. Heard said that she was, and, forgetting for a moment his great love, referred to her partiality for gossip in the most scathing terms he could muster. The mate, averse to such a tame ending to a promising adventure, eyed him thoughtfully.

Why not just go in and out again, he said, seductively, and run to her house all dripping wet?

That would be clever, wouldnt it? said the ungracious Mr. Heard. Starting to commit suicide, and then thinking better of it. Why, I should be a bigger laughing-stock than ever.

But suppose I saved you against your will? breathed the tempter; how would that be?

It would be all right if I cared to run the risk, said the other, but I dont. I should look well struggling in the water while you was diving in the wrong places for me, shouldnt I?

I wasnt thinking of such a thing, said Mr. Dix, hastily; twenty strokes is about my mark  with my clothes off. My idea was to pull you out.

Mr. Heard glanced at the black water a dozen feet below. How? he inquired, shortly.

Not here, said the mate. Come to the end of the quay where the ground slopes to the water. Its shallow there, and you can tell her that you jumped in off here. She wont know the difference.

With an enthusiasm which Mr. Heard made no attempt to share, he led the way to the place indicated, and dilating upon its manifold advantages, urged him to go in at once and get it over.

You couldnt have a better night for it, he said, briskly. Why, it makes me feel like a dip myself to look at it.

Mr. Heard gave a surly grunt, and after testing the temperature of the water with his hand, slowly and reluctantly immersed one foot. Then, with sudden resolution, he waded in and, ducking his head, stood up gasping.

Give yourself a good soaking while youre about it, said the delighted mate.

Mr. Heard ducked again, and once more emerging stumbled towards the bank.

Pull me out, he cried, sharply.

Mr. Dix, smiling indulgently, extended his hands, which Mr. Heard seized with the proverbial grasp of a drowning man.

All right, take it easy, dont get excited, said the smiling mate, four foot of water wont hurt anyone. If  Here! Let go o me, dye hear? Let go! If you dont let go Ill punch your head.

You couldnt save me against my will without coming in, said Mr. Heard. Now we can tell er you dived in off the quay and got me just as I was sinking for the last time. Youll be a hero.

The mates remarks about heroes were mercifully cut short. He was three stone lighter than Mr. Heard, and standing on shelving ground. The lat-ters victory was so sudden that he over-balanced, and only a commotion at the surface of the water showed where they had disappeared. Mr. Heard was first up and out, but almost immediately the figure of the mate, who had gone under with his mouth open, emerged from the water and crawled ashore.

You  wait  till I  get my breath back, he gasped.

Theres no ill-feeling, I ope? said Mr. Heard, anxiously. Ill tell everybody of your bravery. Dont spoil everything for the sake of a little temper.

Mr. Dix stood up and clinched his fists, but at the spectacle of the dripping, forlorn figure before him his wrath vanished and he broke into a hearty laugh.

Come on, mate, he said, clapping him on the back, now lets go and find Emma. If she dont fall in love with you now she never will. My eye I you are a picture!

He began to walk towards the town, and Mr. Heard, with his legs wide apart and his arms held stiffly from his body, waddled along beside him, Two little streamlets followed.

They walked along the quay in silence, and had nearly reached the end of it, when the figure of a man turned the corner of the houses and advanced at a shambling trot towards them.

Old Smith! said Mr. Heard, in a hasty whisper. Now, be careful. Hold me tight.

The new-comer thankfully dropped into a walk as he saw them, and came to a standstill with a cry of astonishment as the light of a neighboring lamp revealed their miserable condition.

Wot, Arthur! he exclaimed.

Halloa, said Mr. Heard, drearily.

The idea o your being so sinful, said Mr. Smith, severely. Emma told me wot you said, but I never thought as youd got the pluck to go and do it. Im surprised at you.

I aint done it, said Mr. Heard, in a sullen voice; nobody can drownd themselves in comfort with a lot of interfering people about.

Mr. Smith turned and gazed at the mate, and a broad beam of admiration shone in his face as he grasped that gentlemans hand. Come into the ouse both of you and get some dry clothes, he said, warmly.

He thrust his strong, thick-set figure between them, and with a hand on each coat-collar propelled them in the direction of home. The mate muttered something about going back to his ship, but Mr. Smith refused to listen, and stopping at the door of a neat cottage, turned the handle and thrust his dripping charges over the threshold of a comfortable sitting-room.

A pleasant-faced woman of middle age and pretty girl of twenty rose at their entrance, and a faint scream fell pleasantly upon the ears of Mr. Heard.

Here he is, bawled Mr. Smith; just saved at the last moment.

What, two of them? exclaimed Miss Smith, with a faint note of gratification in her voice. Her gaze fell on the mate, and she smiled approvingly.

No; this one jumped in and saved im, said her father.

Oh, Arthur! said Miss Smith. How could you be so wicked! I never dreamt youd go and do such a thing  never! I didnt think youd got it in you.

Mr. Heard grinned sheepishly. I told you I would, he muttered.

Dont stand talking here, said Mrs. Smith, gazing at the puddle which was growing in the centre of the carpet; theyll catch cold. Take em upstairs and give em some dry clothes. And Ill bring some hot whisky and water up to em.

Rum is best, said Mr. Smith, herding his charges and driving them up the small staircase. Send young Joe for some. Send up three glasses.

They disappeared upstairs, and Joe appearing at that moment from the kitchen, was hastily sent off to the Blue Jay for the rum. A couple of curious neighbors helped him to carry it back, and, standing modestly just inside the door, ventured on a few skilled directions as to its preparation. After which, with an eye on Miss Smith, they stood and conversed, mostly in head-shakes.

Stimulated by the rum and the energetic Mr. Smith, the men were not long in changing. Preceded by their host, they came down to the sitting-room again; Mr. Heard with as desperate and unrepentant an air as he could assume, and Mr. Dix trying to conceal his uneasiness by taking great interest in a suit of clothes three sizes too large for him.

They was both as near drownded as could be, said Mr. Smith, looking round; he ses Arthur fought like a madman to prevent imself from being saved.

It was nothing, really, said the mate, in an almost inaudible voice, as he met Miss Smiths admiring gaze.

Listen to im, said the delighted Mr. Smith; all brave men are like that. Thats wots made us Englishmen wot we are.

I dont suppose he knew who it was he was saving, said a voice from the door.

I didnt want to be saved, said Mr. Heard defiantly.

Well, you can easy do it again, Arthur, said the same voice; the dock wont run away.

Mr. Heard started and eyed the speaker with same malevolence.

Tell us all about it, said Miss Smith, gazing at the mate, with her hands clasped. Did you see him jump in?

Mr. Dix shook his head and looked at Mr. Heard for guidance. N  not exactly, he stammered; I was just taking a stroll round the harbor before turning in, when all of a sudden I heard a cry for help

No you didnt, broke in Mr. Heard, fiercely.

Well, it sounded like it, said the mate, somewhat taken aback.

I dont care what it sounded like, said the other. I didnt say it. It was the last thing I should ave called out. I didnt want to be saved.

Praps he cried Emma, said the voice from the door.

Might ha been that, admitted the mate. Well, when I heard it I ran to the edge and looked down at the water, and at first I couldnt see anything. Then I saw what I took to be a dog, but, knowing that dogs cant cry help!

Emma, corrected Mr. Heard.

Emma, said the mate, I just put my hands up and dived in. When I came to the surface I struck out for him and tried to seize him from behind, but before I could do so he put his arms round my neck like  like

Like as if it was Emmas, suggested the voice by the door.

Miss Smith rose with majestic dignity and confronted the speaker. And who asked you in here, George Harris? she inquired, coldly.

I see the door open, stammered Mr. Harris I see the door open and I thought

If you look again youll see the handle, said Miss Smith.

Mr. Harris looked, and, opening the door with extreme care, melted slowly from a gaze too terrible for human endurance.

We went down like a stone, continued the mate, as Miss Smith resumed her seat and smiled at him. When we came up he tried to get away again. I think we went down again a few more times, but I aint sure. Then we crawled out; leastways I did, and pulled him after me.

He might have drowned you, said Miss Smith, with a severe glance at her unfortunate admirer. And its my belief that he tumbled in after all, and when you thought he was struggling to get away he was struggling to be saved. Thats more like him.

Well, theyre all right now, said Mr. Smith, as Mr. Heard broke in with some vehemence. And this chaps going to ave the Royal Societys medal for it, or Ill know the reason why.

No, no, said the mate, hurriedly; I wouldnt take it, I couldnt think of it.

Take it or leave it, said Mr. Smith; but Im going to the police to try and get it for you. I know the inspector a bit.

I cant take it, said the horrified mate; it  it  besides, dont you see, if this isnt kept quiet Mr. Heard will be locked up for trying to commit suicide.

So he would be, said the other man from his post by the door; hes quite right.

And Id sooner lose fifty medals, said Mr. Dix. Whats the good of me saving him for that?

A murmur of admiration at the mates extraordinary nobility of character jarred harshly on the ears of Mr. Heard. Most persistent of all was the voice of Miss Smith, and hardly able to endure things quietly, he sat and watched the tender glances which passed between her and Mr. Dix. Miss Smith, conscious at last of his regards, turned and looked at him.

You could say you tumbled in, Arthur, and then he would get the medal, she said, softly.

Say! shouted the overwrought Mr. Heard. Say I tum

Words failed him. He stood swaying and regarding the company for a moment, and then, flinging open the door, closed it behind him with a bang that made the house tremble.

The mate followed half an hour later, escorted to the ship by the entire Smith family. Fortified by the presence of Miss Smith, he pointed out the exact scene of the rescue without a tremor, and, when her father narrated the affair to the skipper, whom they found sitting on deck smoking a last pipe, listened undismayed to that astonished mariners comments.

News of the mates heroic conduct became general the next day, and work on the ketch was somewhat impeded in consequence. It became a point of honor with Mr. Heards fellow-townsmen to allude to the affair as an accident, but the romantic nature of the transaction was well understood, and full credit given to Mr. Dix for his self-denial in the matter of the medal. Small boys followed him in the street, and half Pebblesea knew when he paid a visit to the Smiths, and discussed his chances. Two nights afterwards, when he and Miss Smith went for a walk in the loneliest spot they could find, conversation turned almost entirely upon the over-crowded condition of the British Isles.

The Starfish was away for three weeks, but the little town no longer looked dull to the mate as she entered the harbor one evening and glided slowly towards her old berth. Emma Smith was waiting to see the ship come in, and his taste for all other amusements had temporarily disappeared.

For two or three days the course of true love ran perfectly smooth; then, like a dark shadow, the figure of Arthur Heard was thrown across its path. It haunted the quay, hung about the house, and cropped up unexpectedly in the most distant solitudes. It came up behind the mate one evening just as he left the ship and walked beside him in silence.

Halloa, said the mate, at last.

Halloa, said Mr. Heard. Going to see Emma?

Im going to see Miss Smith, said the mate.

Mr. Heard laughed; a forced, mirthless laugh.

And we dont want you following us about, said Mr. Dix, sharply. If itll ease your mind, and do you any good to know, you never had a chance She told me so.
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I shant follow you, said Mr. Heard; its your last evening, so youd better make the most of it.

He turned on his heel, and the mate, pondering on his last words, went thoughtfully on to the house.

Amid the distraction of pleasant society and a long walk, the matter passed from his mind, and he only remembered it at nine oclock that evening as a knock sounded on the door and the sallow face of Mr. Heard was thrust into the room.

Good-evening all, said the intruder.

Evening, Arthur, said Mr. Smith, affably.

Mr. Heard with a melancholy countenance entered the room and closed the door gently behind him. Then he coughed slightly and shook his head.

Anything the matter, Arthur? inquired Mr. Smith, somewhat disturbed by these, manifestations.

Ive got something on my mind, said Mr. Heard, with a diabolical glance at the mate something wots been worrying me for a long time. Ive been deceiving you.

That was always your failing, Arthur  deceit-fulness, said Mrs. Smith. I remember

Weve both been deceiving you, interrupted Mr. Heard, loudly. I didnt jump into the harbor the other night, and I didnt tumble in, and Mr. Fred Dix didnt jump in after me; we just went to the end of the harbor and walked in and wetted ourselves.

There was a moments intense silence and all eyes turned on the mate. The latter met them boldly.

Its a habit o mine to walk into the water and spoil my clothes for the sake of people Ive never met before, he said, with a laugh.

For shame, Arthur! said Mr. Smith, with a huge sigh of relief.

Ow can you? said Mrs. Smith.

Arthurs been asleep since then, said the mate, still smiling. All the same, the next time he jumps in he can get out by himself.

Mr. Heard, raising his voice, entered into a minute description of the affair, but in vain. Mr. Smith, rising to his feet, denounced his ingratitude in language which was seldom allowed to pass unchallenged in the presence of his wife, while that lady contributed examples of deceitfulness in the past of Mr. Heard, which he strove in vain to refute, Meanwhile, her daughter patted the mates hand.

Its a bit too thin, Arthur, said the latter, with a mocking smile; try something better next time.

Very well, said Mr. Heard, in quieter tones; I dare you to come along to the harbor and jump in, just as you are, where you said you jumped in after me. Theyll soon see whos telling the truth.

Hell do that, said Mr. Smith, with conviction.

For a fraction of a second Mr. Dix hesitated, then, with a steady glance at Miss Smith, he sprang to his feet and accepted the challenge. Mrs. Smith besought him not to be foolish, and, with a vague idea of dissuading him, told him a slanderous anecdote concerning Mr. Heards aunt. Her daughter gazed at the mate with proud confidence, and, taking his arm, bade her mother to get some dry clothes ready and led the way to the harbor.

The night was fine but dark, and a chill breeze blew up from the sea. Twice the hapless mate thought of backing out, but a glance at Miss Smiths profile and the tender pressure of her arm deterred him. The tide was running out and he had a faint hope that he might keep afloat long enough to be washed ashore alive. He talked rapidly, and his laugh rang across the water. Arrived at the spot they stopped, and Miss Smith looking down into the darkness was unable to repress a shiver.

Be careful, Fred, she said, laying her hand upon his arm.

The mate looked at her oddly. All right, he said, gayly, Ill be out almost before Im in. You run back to the house and help your mother get the dry clothes ready for me.

His tones were so confident, and his laugh so buoyant, that Mr. Heard, who had been fully expecting him to withdraw from the affair, began to feel that he had under-rated his swimming powers. Just jumping in and swimming out again is not quite the same as saving a drownding man, he said, with a sneer.

In a flash the mate saw a chance of escape.

Why, theres no satisfying you, he said, slowly. If I do go in I can see that you wont own up that youve been lying.

Hell ave to, said Mr. Smith, who, having made up his mind for a little excitement, was in no mind to lose it.

I dont believe he would, said the mate. Look here! he said, suddenly, as he laid an affectionate arm on the old mans shoulder. I know what well do.

Well? said Mr. Smith.

Ill save you, said the mate, with a smile of great relief.

Save me? said the puzzled Mr. Smith, as his daughter uttered a faint cry. How?

Just as I saved him, said the other, nodding. You jump in, and after youve sunk twice  same as he did  Ill dive in and save you. At any rate Ill do my best; I promise you I wont come ashore without you.

Mr. Smith hastily flung off the encircling arm and retired a few paces inland. Ave you  ever been  in a lunatic asylum at any time? he inquired, as soon as he could speak.

No, said the mate, gravely.

Neither ave I, said Mr. Smith; and, whats more, Im not going.

He took a deep breath and stood simmering. Miss Smith came forward and, with a smothered giggle, took the mates arm and squeezed it.

Itll have to be Arthur again, then, said the latter, in a resigned voice.

Me? cried Mr. Heard, with a start.

Yes, you! said the mate, in a decided voice. After what you said just now Im not going in without saving somebody. It would be no good. Come on, in you go.

He couldnt speak fairer than that, Arthur, said Mr. Smith, dispassionately, as he came forward again.

But I tell you he cant swim, protested Mr.. Heard, not properly. He didnt swim last time; I told you so.

Never mind; we know what you said, retorted the mate. All youve got to do is to jump in and Ill follow and save you  same as I did the other night.

Go on, Arthur, said Mr. Smith, encouragingly. It aint cold.

I tell you he cant swim, repeated Mr. Heard, passionately. I should be drownded before your eyes.
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Rubbish, said Mr. Smith. Why, I believe youre afraid.

I should be drownded, I tell you, said Mr. Heard. He wouldnt come in after me.

Yes, he would, said Mr. Smith, passing a muscular arm round the mates waist; cos the moment youre overboard Ill drop im in. Are you ready?

He stood embracing the mate and waiting, but Mr. Heard, with an infuriated exclamation, walked away. A parting glance showed him that the old man had released the mate, and that the latter was now embracing Miss Smith.


IN THE FAMILY
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THE oldest inhabitant of Claybury sat beneath the sign of the Cauliflower and gazed with affectionate, but dim, old eyes in the direction of the village street.

No; Claybury men aint never been much of ones for emigrating, he said, turning to the youthful traveller who was resting in the shade with a mug of ale and a cigarette. They know theyd ave to go a long way afore theyd find a place as ud come up to this.

He finished the tablespoonful of beer in his mug and sat for so long with his head back and the inverted vessel on his face that the traveller, who at first thought it was the beginning of a conjuring trick, colored furiously, and asked permission to refill it.

Now and then a Claybury man has gone to foreign parts, said the old man, drinking from the replenished mug, and placing it where the traveller could mark progress without undue strain; but theyve, genrally speaking, come back and wished as theyd never gone.

The ony man as I ever heard of that made his fortune by emigrating was Henery Walkers great-uncle, Josiah Walker by name, and he wasnt a Claybury man at all. He made his fortune out o sheep in Australey, and he was so rich and well-to-do that he could never find time to answer the letters that Henery Walker used to send him when he was hard up.

Henery Walker used to hear of im through a relation of his up in London, and tell us all about im and his money up at this here Cauliflower public-house. And he used to sit and drink his beer and wonder who would ave the old mans money arter he was dead.

When the relation in London died Henery Walker left off hearing about his uncle, and he got so worried over thinking that the old man might die and leave his money to strangers that he got quite thin. He talked of emigrating to Australey imself, and then, acting on the advice of Bill Chambers  who said it was a cheaper thing to do  he wrote to his uncle instead, and, arter reminding im that e was an old man living in a strange country, e asked im to come to Claybury and make his ome with is loving grand-nephew.

It was a good letter, because more than one gave im a hand with it, and there was little bits o Scripture in it to make it more solemn-like. It was wrote on pink paper with pie-crust edges and put in a green envelope, and Bill Chambers said a man must ave a art of stone if that didnt touch it.

Four months arterwards Henery Walker got an answer to is letter from is great-uncle. It was a nice letter, and, arter thanking Henery Walker for all his kindness, is uncle said that he was getting an old man, and praps he should come and lay is bones in England arter all, and if he did e should certainly come and see his grand-nephew, Henery Walker.

Most of us thought Henery Walkers fortune was as good as made, but Bob Pretty, a nasty, low poaching chap that has done wot he could to give Claybury a bad name, turned up his nose at it.

Ill believe hes coming ome when I see him, he ses. Its my belief he went to Australey to get out o your way, Henery.

As it appened he went there afore I was born, ses Henery Walker, firing up.

He knew your father, ses Bob Pretty, and he didnt want to take no risks.

They ad words then, and arter that every time Bob Pretty met im he asked arter his great-uncles ealth, and used to pretend to think e was living with im.

You ought to get the old gentleman out a bit more, Henery, he would say; it cant be good for im to be shut up in the ouse so much  especially your ouse.

Henery Walker used to get that riled he didnt know wot to do with imself, and as time went on, and he began to be afraid that is uncle never would come back to England, he used to get quite nasty if anybody ony so much as used the word uncle in is company.

It was over six months since he ad had the letter from is uncle, and e was up here at the Cauliflower with some more of us one night, when Dicky Weed, the tailor, turns to Bob Pretty and he ses, Whos the old gentleman thats staying with you, Bob?

Bob Pretty puts down is beer very careful and turns round on im.

Old gentleman? he ses, very slow. Wot are you talking about?

I mean the little old gentleman with white whiskers and a squeaky voice, ses Dicky Weed.

Youve been dreaming, ses Bob, taking up is beer agin.

I see im too, Bob, ses Bill Chambers.

Ho, you did, did you? ses Bob Pretty, putting down is mug with a bang. And wot dye mean by coming spying round my place, eh? Wot dye mean by it?

Spying? ses Bill Chambers, gaping at im with is mouth open; I wasnt spying. Anyone ud think you ad done something you was ashamed of.

You mind your business and Ill mind mine, ses Bob, very fierce.

I was passing the ouse, ses Bill Chambers, looking round at us, and I see an old mans face at the bedroom winder, and while I was wondering who e was a hand come and drawed im away. I see im as plain as ever I see anything in my life, and the hand, too. Big and dirty it was.

And hes got a cough, ses Dicky Weed a churchyard cough  I eard it.

It aint much you dont hear, Dicky, ses Bob Pretty, turning on im; the ony thing you never did ear, and never will ear, is any good of yourself.

He kicked over a chair wot was in is way and went off in such a temper as wed never seen im in afore, and, wot was more surprising still, but I know its true, cos I drunk it up myself, hed left over arf a pint o beer in is mug.

Hes up to something, ses Sam Jones, starting arter him; mark my words.

We couldnt make head nor tail out of it, but for some days arterward youd ha thought that Bob Prettys ouse was a peep-show. Everybody stared at the winders as they went by, and the children played in front of the ouse and stared in all day long. Then the old gentleman was seen one day as bold as brass sitting at the winder, and we heard that it was a pore old tramp Bob Pretty ad met on the road and given a home to, and he didnt like is good-artedness to be known for fear he should be made fun of.

Nobody believed that, o course, and things got more puzzling than ever. Once or twice the old gentleman went out for a walk, but Bob Pretty or is missis was always with im, and if anybody tried to speak to him they always said e was deaf and took im off as fast as they could. Then one night up at the Cauliflower here Dicky Weed came rushing in with a bit o news that took everybodys breath away.

Ive just come from the post-office, he ses, and theres a letter for Bob Prettys old gentleman! Wot dye think o that?

If you could tell us wots inside it you might ave something to brag about, ses Henery Walker.

I dont want to see the inside, ses Dicky Weed; the name on the outside was good enough for me. I couldnt hardly believe my own eyes, but there it was: Mr. Josiah Walker, as plain as the nose on your face.

O course, we see it all then, and wondered why we hadnt thought of it afore; and we stood quiet listening to the things that Henery Walker said about a man that would go and steal another mans great-uncle from im. Three times Smith, the landlord, said, Hush! and the fourth time he put Henery Walker outside and told im to stay there till he ad lost his voice.

Henery Walker stayed outside five minutes, and then e come back in agin to ask for advice. His idea seemed to be that, as the old gentleman was deaf, Bob Pretty was passing isself off as Henery Walker, and the disgrace was amost more than e could bear. He began to get excited agin, and Smith ad just said Hush! once more when we eard somebody whistling outside, and in come Bob Pretty.

He ad hardly got is face in at the door afore Henery Walker started on im, and Bob Pretty stood there, struck all of a heap, and staring at im as though he couldnt believe his ears.

Ave you gone mad, Henery? he ses, at last.

Give me back my great-uncle, ses Henery Walker, at the top of is voice.

Bob Pretty shook his ead at him. I havent got your great-uncle, Henery, he ses, very gentle. I know the name is the same, but wot of it? Theres more than one Josiah Walker in the world. This one is no relation to you at all; hes a very respectable old gentleman.

Ill go and ask im, ses Henery Walker, getting up, and Ill tell im wot sort o man you are, Bob Pretty.

Hes gone to bed now, Henery, ses Bob Pretty.

Ill come in the fust thing to-morrow morning, then, ses Henery Walker.

Not in my ouse, Henery, ses Bob Pretty; not arter the things youve been sayin about me. Im a pore man, but Ive got my pride. Besides, I tell you he aint your uncle. Hes a pore old man Im giving a ome to, and I wont ave im worried.

Ow much does e pay you a week, Bob? ses Bill Chambers.

Bob Pretty pretended not to hear im.

Where did your wife get the money to buy that bonnet she ad on on Sunday? ses Bill Chambers. My wife ses its the fust new bonnet she has ad since she was married.

And where did the new winder curtains come from? ses Peter Gubbins.

Bob Pretty drank up is beer and stood looking at them very thoughtful; then he opened the door and went out without saying a word.

Hes got your great-uncle a prisoner in his ouse, Henery, ses Bill Chambers; its easy for to see that the pore old gentleman is getting past things, and I shouldnt wonder if Bob Pretty dont make im leave all is money to im.

Henery Walker started raving agin, and for the next few days he tried his ardest to get a few words with is great-uncle, but Bob Pretty was too much for im. Everybody in Claybury said wot a shame it was, but it was all no good, and Henery Walker used to leave is work and stand outside Bob Prettys for hours at a time in the opes of getting a word with the old man.

He got is chance at last, in quite a unexpected way. We was up ere at the Cauliflower one evening, and, as it appened, we was talking about Henery Walkers great-uncle, when the door opened, and who should walk in but the old gentleman imself. Everybody left off talking and stared at im, but he walked up to the bar and ordered a glass o gin and beer as comfortable as you please.

Bill Chambers was the fust to get is presence of mind back, and he set off arter Henery Walker as fast as is legs could carry im, and in a wunnerful short time, considering, he came back with Henery, both of em puffing and blowing their ardest.

There  he  is! ses Bill Chambers, pointing to the old gentleman.

Henery Walker gave one look, and then e slipped over to the old man and stood all of a tremble, smiling at im. Good-evening, he ses.

Wot? ses the old gentleman.

Good-evening! ses Henery Walker agin.

Im a bit deaf, ses the old gentleman, putting his and to his ear.

Good-evening! ses Henery Walker agin, shouting. Im your grand-nephew, Henery Walker!

Ho, are you? ses the old gentleman, not at all surprised. Bob Pretty was telling me all about you.

I ope you didnt listen to im, ses Henery, Walker, all of a tremble. Bob Prettyd say anything except his prayers.

He ses youre arter my money, ses the old gentleman, looking at im.

Hes a liar, then, ses Henery Walker; hes arter it imself. And it aint a respectable place for you to stay at. Anybodyll tell you wot a rascal Bob Pretty is. Why, hes a byword.

Everybody is arter my money, ses the old gentleman, looking round. Everybody.

I ope youll know me better afore youve done with me, uncle, ses Henery Walker, taking a seat alongside of im. Will you ave another mug o beer?

Gin and beer, ses the old gentleman, cocking his eye up very fierce at Smith, the landlord; and mind the gin dont get out agin, same as it did in the last.

Smith asked im wot he meant, but is deafness come on agin. Henery Walker ad an extra dose o gin put in, and arter he ad tasted it the old gentleman seemed to get more amiable-like, and im and Henery Walker sat by theirselves talking quite comfortable.

Why not come and stay with me? ses Henery Walker, at last. You can do as you please and have the best of everything.

Bob Pretty ses youre arter my money, ses the old gentleman, shaking his ead. I couldnt trust you.

He ses that to put you agin me, ses Henery Walker, pleading-like.

Well, wot do you want me to come and live with you for, then? ses old Mr. Walker.

Because youre my great-uncle, ses Henery Walker, and my ouse is the proper place for you. Blood is thicker than water.

And you dont want my money? ses the old man, looking at im very sharp.

Certainly not, ses Henery Walker.

And ow much ave I got to pay a week? ses old Mr. Walker. Thats the question?

Pay? ses Henery Walker, speaking afore he ad time to think. Pay? Why, I dont want you to pay anything.

The old gentleman said as ow hed think it over, and Henery started to talk to im about his father and an old aunt named Maria, but e stopped im sharp, and said he was sick and tired of the whole Walker family, and didnt want to ear their names agin as long as he lived. Henery Walker began to talk about Australey then, and asked im ow many sheep hed got, and the words was ardly out of is mouth afore the old gentleman stood up and said he was arter his money agin.

Henery Walker at once gave im some more gin and beer, and arter he ad drunk it the old gentleman said that hed go and live with im for a little while to see ow he liked it.

But I shant pay anything, he ses, very sharp; mind that.

I wouldnt take it if you offered it to me, ses Henery Walker. Youll come straight ome with me to-night, wont you?

Afore old Mr. Walker could answer the door opened and in came Bob Pretty. He gave one look at Henery Walker and then he walked straight over to the old gentleman and put his and on his shoulder.

Why, Ive been looking for you everywhere, Mr. Walker, he ses. I couldnt think wot had appened to you.

You neednt worry yourself, Bob, ses Henery Walker; hes coming to live with me now.

Dont you believe it, ses Bob Pretty, taking hold of old Mr. Walker by the arm; hes my lodger, and hes coming with me.

He began to lead the old gentleman towards the door, but Henery Walker, wot was still sitting down, threw is arms round his legs and held im tight. Bob Pretty pulled one way and Henery Walker pulled the other, and both of em shouted to each other to leave go. The row they made was awful, but old Mr. Walker made more noise than the two of em put together.

You leave go o my lodger, ses Bob Pretty.
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You leave go o my great-uncle  my dear great-uncle, ses Henery Walker, as the old gentleman called im a bad name and asked im whether he thought he was made of iron.

I believe theyd ha been at it till closing-time, ony Smith, the landlord, came running in from the back and told them to go outside. He ad to shout to make imself heard, and all four of em seemed to be trying which could make the most noise.

Hes my lodger, ses Bob Pretty, and he cant go without giving me proper notice; thats the lor  a weeks notice.

They all shouted agin then, and at last the old gentleman told Henery Walker to give Bob Pretty ten shillings for the weeks notice and ha done with im. Henery Walker ad only got four shillings with im, but e borrowed the rest from Smith, and arter he ad told Bob Pretty wot he thought of im he took old Mr. Walker by the arm and led him ome amost dancing for joy.

Mrs. Walker was nearly as pleased as wot e was, and the fuss they made of the old gentleman was sinful amost. He ad to speak about it imself at last, and he told em plain that when e wanted arf-a-dozen sore-eyed children to be brought down in their night-gowns to kiss im while he was eating sausages, hed say so.

Arter that Mrs. Walker was afraid that e might object when her and her usband gave up their bedroom to im; but he didnt. He took it all as is right, and when Henery Walker, who was sleeping in the next room with three of is boys, fell out o bed for the second time, he got up and rapped on the wall.

Bob Pretty came round the next morning with a t tin box that belonged to the old man, and e was so perlite and nice to im that Henery Walker could see that he ad opes of getting im back agin. The box was carried upstairs and put under old Mr. Walkers bed, and e was so partikler about its being locked, and about nobody being about when e opened it, that Mrs. Walker went arf out of her mind with curiosity.

I spose youve looked to see that Bob Pretty didnt take anything out of it? ses Henery Walker.

He didnt ave the chance, ses the old gentleman. Its always kep locked.

Its a box that looks as though it might ave been made in Australey, ses Henery Walker, who was longing to talk about them parts.

If you say another word about Australey to me, ses old Mr. Walker, firing up, off I go. Mind that! Youre arter my money, and if youre not careful you shant ave a farthing of it.

That was the last time the word Australey passed Henery Walkers lips, and even when e saw his great-uncle writing letters there he didnt say anything. And the old man was so suspicious of Mrs. Walkers curiosity that all the letters that was wrote to im he ad sent to Bob Prettys. He used to call there pretty near every morning to see whether any ad come for im.

In three months Henery Walker adnt seen the color of is money once, and, wot was worse still, he took to giving Henerys things away. Mrs. Walker ad been complaining for some time of ow bad the hens had been laying, and one morning at breakfast-time she told her usband that, besides missing eggs, two of er best hens ad been stolen in the night.

They wasnt stolen, ses old Mr. Walker, putting down is teacup. I took em round this morning and give em to Bob Pretty.

Give em to Bob Pretty? ses Henery Walker, arf choking. Wot for?

Cos he asked me for em, ses the old gentleman. Wot are you looking at me like that for?

Henery couldnt answer im, and the old gentleman, looking very fierce, got up from the table and told Mrs. Walker to give im his hat. Henery Walker clung to im with tears in his eyes amost and begged im not to go, and arter a lot of talk old Mr. Walker said hed look over it this time, but it mustnt occur agin.

Arter that e did as e liked with Henery Walkers things, and Henery dursent say a word to im. Bob Pretty used to come up and flatter im and beg im to go back and lodge with im, and Henery was so afraid hed go that he didnt say a word when old Mr. Walker used to give Bob Pretty things to make up for is disappointment. He eard on the quiet from Bill Chambers, who said that the old man ad told it to Bob Pretty as a dead secret, that e ad left im all his money, and he was ready to put up with anything.

The old man must ha been living with Henery Walker for over eighteen months when one night he passed away in is sleep. Henery knew that his art was wrong, because he ad just paid Dr. Green is bill for saying that e couldnt do anything for im, but it was a surprise to im all the same. He blew his nose ard and Mrs. Walker kept rubbing er eyes with her apron while they talked in whispers and wondered ow much money they ad come in for?

In less than ten minutes the news was all over Clay-bury, and arf the people in the place hanging round in front of the ouse waiting to hear ow much the Walkers ad come in for. Henery Walker pulled the blind on one side for a moment and shook his ead at them to go away. Some of them did go back a yard or two, and then they stood staring at Bob Pretty, wot come up as bold as brass and knocked at the door.

Wots this I ear? he ses, when Henery Walker opened it. You dont mean to tell me that the pore old gentleman has really gone? I told im wot would happen if e came to lodge with you.

You be off, ses Henery Walker; he hasnt left you anything.

I know that, ses Bob Pretty, shaking his ead. Youre welcome to it, Henery, if there is anything. I never bore any malice to you for taking of im away from us. I could see youd took a fancy to im from the fust. The way you pretended e was your great-uncle showed me that.

Wot are you talking about? ses Henery Walker. He was my great-uncle!

Have it your own way, Henery, ses Bob Pretty; ony, if you asked me, I should say that he was my wifes grandfather.

Your  wifes  grandfather? ses Henery Walker, in a choking voice.

He stood staring at im, stupid-like, for a minute or two, but he couldnt get out another word. In a flash e saw ow hed been done, and how Bob Pretty ad been deceiving im all along, and the idea that he ad arf ruined himself keeping Mrs. Prettys grandfather for em pretty near sent im out of his mind.

But how is it is name was Josiah Walker, same as Henerys great-uncle? ses Bill Chambers, who ad been crowding round with the others. Tell me that!

He ad a fancy for it, ses Bob Pretty, and being a armless amusement we let him ave his own way. I told Henery Walker over and over agin that it wasnt his uncle, but he wouldnt believe me. Ive got witnesses to it. Wot did you say, Henery?

Henery Walker drew imself up as tall as he could and stared at him. Twice he opened is mouth to speak but couldnt, and then he made a odd sort o choking noise in his throat, and slammed the door in Bob Prettys face.
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A LOVE-KNOT
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MR. NATHANIEL CLARK and Mrs. Bowman had just finished their third game of draughts. It had been a difficult game for Mr. Clark, the ladys mind having been so occupied with other matters that he had had great difficulty in losing. Indeed, it was only by pushing an occasional piece of his own off the board that he had succeeded.

A penny for your thoughts, Amelia, he said, at last.

Mrs. Bowman smiled faintly. They were far away, she confessed.

Mr. Clark assumed an expression of great solemnity; allusions of this kind to the late Mr. Bowman were only too frequent. He was fortunate when they did not grow into reminiscences of a career too blameless for successful imitation.

I suppose, said the widow, slowly I suppose I ought to tell you: Ive had a letter.

Mr. Clarks face relaxed.

It took me back to the old scenes, continued Mrs. Bowman, dreamily. I have never kept anything back from you, Nathaniel. I told you all about the first man I ever thought anything of  Charlie Tucker?

Mr. Clark cleared his throat. You did, he said, a trifle hoarsely. More than once.

Ive just had a letter from him, said Mrs. Bowman, simpering. Fancy, after all these years! Poor fellow, he has only just heard of my husbands death, and, by the way he writes

She broke off and drummed nervously on the table.

He hasnt heard about me, you mean, said Mr. Clark, after waiting to give her time to finish.

How should he? said the widow.

If he heard one thing, he might have heard the other, retorted Mr. Clark. Better write and tell him. Tell him that in six weeks time youll be Mrs. Clark. Then, perhaps, he wont write again.

Mrs. Bowman sighed. I thought, after all these years, that he must be dead, she said, slowly, or else married. But he says in his letter that he has kept single for my sake all these years.

Well, hell be able to go on doing it, said Mr. Clark; itll come easy to him after so much practice.

He  he says in his letter that he is coming to see me, said the widow, in a low voice, to  to  this evening.

Coming to see you? repeated Mr. Clark, sharply. What for?

To talk over old times, he says, was the reply. I expect he has altered a great deal; he was a fine-looking fellow  and so dashing. After I gave him up he didnt care what he did. The last I heard of him he had gone abroad.

Mr. Clark muttered something under his breath, and, in a mechanical fashion, began to build little castles with the draughts. He was just about to add to an already swaying structure when a thundering rat-tat-tat at the door dispersed the draughts to the four corners of the room. The servant opened the door, and the next moment ushered in Mrs. Bowmans visitor.

A tall, good-looking man in a frock-coat, with a huge spray of mignonette in his button-hole, met the critical gaze of Mr. Clark. He paused at the door and, striking an attitude, pronounced in tones of great amazement the Christian name of the lady of the house.

Mr. Tucker! said the widow, blushing.

The same girl, said the visitor, looking round wildly, the same as the day she left me. Not a bit changed; not a hair different.

He took her extended hand and, bending over it, kissed it respectfully.

Its  its very strange to see you again, Mr. Tucker, said Mrs. Bowman, withdrawing her hand in some confusion.

Mr. Tucker! said that gentleman, reproachfully; it used to be Charlie.

Mrs. Bowman blushed again, and, with a side glance at the frowning Mr. Clark, called her visitors attention to him and introduced them. The gentlemen shook hands stiffly.

Any friend of yours is a friend of mine, said Mr. Tucker, with a patronizing air. How are you, sir?

Mr. Clark replied that he was well, and, after some hesitation, said that he hoped he was the same. Mr. Tucker took a chair and, leaning back, stroked his huge mustache and devoured the widow with his eyes. Fancy seeing you again! said the latter, in some embarrassment. How did you find me out?

Its a long story, replied the visitor, but I always had the idea that we should meet again. Your photograph has been with me all over the world. In the backwoods of Canada, in the bush of Australia, it has been my one comfort and guiding star. If ever I was tempted to do wrong, I used to take your photograph out and look at it.

I spose you took it out pretty often? said Mr. Clark, restlessly. To look at, I mean, he added, hastily, as Mrs. Bowman gave him an indignant glance.

Every day, said the visitor, solemnly. Once when I injured myself out hunting, and was five days without food or drink, it was the only thing that kept me alive.

Mr. Clarks gibe as to the size of the photograph was lost in Mrs. Bowmans exclamations of pity.

I once lived on two ounces of gruel and a cup of milk a day for ten days, he said, trying to catch the widows eye. After the ten days

When the Indians found me I was delirious, continued Mr. Tucker, in a hushed voice, and when I came to my senses I found that they were calling me Amelia.

Mr. Clark attempted to relieve the situation by a jocose inquiry as to whether he was wearing a mustache at the time, but Mrs. Bowman frowned him down. He began to whistle under his breath, and Mrs. Bowman promptly said, Hsh!

But how did you discover me? she inquired, turning again to the visitor.

Wandering over the world, continued Mr. Tucker, here to-day and there to-morrow, and unable to settle down anywhere, I returned to North-town about two years ago. Three days since, in a tramcar, I heard your name mentioned. I pricked up my ears and listened; when I heard that you were free I could hardly contain myself. I got into conversation with the lady and obtained your address, and after travelling fourteen hours here I am.

How very extraordinary! said the widow. I wonder who it could have been? Did she mention her name?

Mr. Tucker shook his head. Inquiries as to the ladys appearance, age, and dress were alike fruitless. There was a mist before my eyes, he explained. I couldnt realize it. I couldnt believe in my good fortune.

I cant think began Mrs. Bowman.

What does it matter? inquired Mr. Tucker, softly. Here we are together again, with life all before us and the misunderstandings of long ago all forgotten.

Mr. Clark cleared his throat preparatory to speech, but a peremptory glance from Mrs. Bowman restrained him.

I thought you were dead, she said, turning to the smiling Mr. Tucker. I never dreamed of seeing you again.

Nobody would, chimed in Mr. Clark. When do you go back?

Back? said the visitor. Where?

Australia, replied Mr. Clark, with a glance of defiance at the widow. You must ha been missed a great deal all this time.

Mr. Tucker regarded him with a haughty stare. Then he bent towards Mrs. Bowman.

Do you wish me to go back? he asked, impressively.

We dont wish either one way or the other, said Mr. Clark, before the widow could speak. It dont matter to us.

We? said Mr. Tucker, knitting his brows and gazing anxiously at Mrs. Bowman. We?

We are going to be married in six weeks time, said Mr. Clark.

Mr. Tucker looked from one to the other in silent misery; then, shielding his eyes with his hand, he averted his head. Mrs. Bowman, with her hands folded in her lap, regarded him with anxious solicitude.

I thought perhaps you ought to know, said Mr. Clark.

Mr. Tucker sat bolt upright and gazed at him fixedly. I wish you joy, he said, in a hollow voice.

Thankee, said Mr. Clark; we expect to be pretty happy. He smiled at Mrs. Bowman, but she made no response. Her looks wandered from one to the other  from the good-looking, interesting companion of her youth to the short, prosaic little man who was exulting only too plainly in his discomfiture.

Mr. Tucker rose with a sigh. Good-by, he said, extending his hand.

You are not going  yet? said the widow.

Mr. Tuckers low-breathed I must was just audible. The widow renewed her expostulations.

Perhaps he has got a train to catch, said the thoughtful Mr. Clark.

No, sir, said Mr. Tucker. As a matter of fact, I had taken a room at the George Hotel for a week, but I suppose I had better get back home again.

No; why should you? said Mrs. Bowman, with a rebellious glance at Mr. Clark. Stay, and come in and see me sometimes and talk over old times. And Mr. Clark will be glad to see you, Im sure. Wont you Nath  Mr. Clark?

I shall be  delighted, said Mr. Clark, staring hard at the mantelpiece. Delighted.

Mr. Tucker thanked them both, and after groping for some time for the hand of Mr. Clark, who was still intent upon the mantelpiece, pressed it warmly and withdrew. Mrs. Bowman saw him to the door, and a low-voiced colloquy, in which Mr. Clark caught the word afternoon, ensued. By the time the widow returned to the room he was busy building with the draughts again.

Mr. Tucker came the next day at three oclock, and the day after at two. On the third morning he took Mrs. Bowman out for a walk, airily explaining to Mr. Clark, who met them on the way, that they had come out to call for him. The day after, when Mr. Clark met them returning from a walk, he was assured that his silence of the day before was understood to indicate a distaste for exercise.
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And, you see, I like a long walk, said Mrs. Bowman, and you are not what I should call a good walker.

You never used to complain, said Mr. Clark; in fact, it was generally you that used to suggest turning back.

She wants to be amused as well, remarked Mr. Tucker; then she doesnt feel the fatigue.

Mr. Clark glared at him, and then, shortly declining Mrs. Bowmans invitation to accompany them home, on the ground that he required exercise, proceeded on his way. He carried himself so stiffly, and his manner was so fierce, that a well-meaning neighbor who had crossed the road to join him, and offer a little sympathy if occasion offered, talked of the weather for five minutes and inconsequently faded away at a corner.

Trimington as a whole watched the affair with amusement, although Mr. Clarks friends adopted an inflection of voice in speaking to him which reminded him strongly of funerals. Mr. Tuckers week was up, but the landlord of the George was responsible for the statement that he had postponed his departure indefinitely.

Matters being in this state, Mr. Clark went round to the widows one evening with the air of a man who has made up his mind to decisive action. He entered the room with a bounce and, hardly deigning to notice the greeting of Mr. Tucker, planted himself in a chair and surveyed him grimly. I thought I should find you here, he remarked.

Well, I always am here, aint I? retorted Mr. Tucker, removing his cigar and regarding him with mild surprise.

Mr. Tucker is my friend, interposed Mrs. Bowman. I am the only friend he has got in Trimington. Its natural he should be here.

Mr. Clark quailed at her glance.

People are beginning to talk, he muttered, feebly.

Talk? said the widow, with an air of mystification belied by her color. What about?

Mr. Clark quailed again. About  about our wedding, he stammered.

Mr. Tucker and the widow exchanged glances. Then the former took his cigar from his mouth and, with a hopeless gesture threw it into the grate.

Plenty of time to talk about that, said Mrs. Bowman, after a pause.

Time is going, remarked Mr. Clark. I was thinking, if it was agreeable to you, of putting up the banns to-morrow.

There  theres no hurry, was the reply.

Marry in haste, repent at leisure, quoted Mr. Tucker, gravely.

Dont you want me to put em up? demanded Mr. Clark, turning to Mrs. Bowman.

Theres no hurry, said Mrs. Bowman again. I  I want time to think.

Mr. Clark rose and stood over her, and after a vain attempt to meet his gaze she looked down at the carpet.

I understand, he said, loftily. I am not blind.

It isnt my fault, murmured the widow, drawing patterns with her toe on the carpet, One cant help their feelings.

Mr. Clark gave a short, hard laugh. What about my feelings? he said, severely. What about the life you have spoiled? I couldnt have believed it of you.

Im sure Im very sorry, murmured Mrs. Bowman, and anything that I can do I will. I never expected to see Charles again. And it was so sudden; it took me unawares. I hope we shall still be friends.

Friends! exclaimed Mr. Clark, with extraordinary vigor. With him?

He folded his arms and regarded the pair with a bitter smile; Mrs. Bowman, quite unable to meet his eyes, still gazed intently at the floor.

You have made me the laughing-stock of Trimington, pursued Mr. Clark. You have wounded me in my tenderest feelings; you have destroyed my faith in women. I shall never be the same man again. I hope that you will never find out what a terrible mistake youve made.

Mrs. Bowman made a noise half-way between a sniff and a sob; Mr. Tuckers sniff was unmistakable.

I will return your presents to-morrow, said Mr. Clark, rising. Good-by, forever!

He paused at the door, but Mrs. Bowman did not look up. A second later the front door closed and she heard him walk rapidly away.

For some time after his departure she preserved a silence which Mr. Tucker endeavored in vain to break. He took a chair by her side, and at the third attempt managed to gain possession of her hand.

I deserved all he said, she cried, at last. Poor fellow, I hope he will do nothing desperate.

No, no, said Mr. Tucker, soothingly.

His eyes were quite wild, continued the widow. If anything happens to him I shall never forgive myself. I have spoilt his life.

Mr. Tucker pressed her hand and spoke of the well-known refining influence a hopeless passion for a good woman had on a man. He cited his own case as an example.

Disappointment spoilt my life so far as worldly success goes, he said, softly, but no doubt the discipline was good for me.

Mrs. Bowman smiled faintly, and began to be a little comforted. Conversation shifted from the future of Mr. Clark to the past of Mr. Tucker; the widows curiosity as to the extent of the latters worldly success remaining unanswered by reason of Mr. Tuckers sudden remembrance of a bear-fight.

Their future was discussed after supper, and the advisability of leaving Trimington considered at some length. The towns and villages of England were at their disposal; Mr. Tuckers business, it appeared, being independent of place. He drew a picture of life in a bungalow with modern improvements at some seaside town, and, the cloth having been removed, took out his pocket-book and, extracting an old envelope, drew plans on the back.

It was a delightful pastime and made Mrs. Bowman feel that she was twenty and beginning life again. She toyed with the pocket-book and complimented Mr. Tucker on his skill as a draughtsman. A letter or two fell out and she replaced them. Then a small newspaper cutting, which had fluttered out with them, met her eye.

A little veranda with roses climbing up it, murmured Mr. Tucker, still drawing, and a couple of

His pencil was arrested by an odd, gasping noise from the window. He looked up and saw her sitting stiffly in her chair. Her face seemed to have swollen and to be colored in patches; her eyes were round and amazed.

Arent you well? he inquired, rising in disorder.

Mrs. Bowman opened her lips, but no sound came from them. Then she gave a long, shivering sigh.

Heat of the room too much for you? inquired the other, anxiously.

Mrs. Bowman took another long, shivering breath. Still incapable of speech, she took the slip of paper in her trembling fingers and an involuntary exclamation of dismay broke from Mr. Tucker. She dabbed fiercely at her burning eyes with her handkerchief and read it again.

Tucker.  If this should meet the eye of Charles Tucker, who knew Amelia Wyhorn twenty-five years ago, he will hear of something greatly to his advantage by communicating with N. C, Royal Hotel, Northtown.

Mrs. Bowman found speech at last. N. C.  Nathaniel Clark, she said, in broken tones. So that is where he went last month. Oh, what a fool Ive been! Oh, what a simple fool!

Mr. Tucker gave a deprecatory cough. I  I had forgotten it was there, he said, nervously.
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Yes, breathed the widow, I can quite believe that.

I was going to show you later on, declared the other, regarding her carefully. I was, really. I couldnt bear the idea of keeping a secret from you long.

Mrs. Bowman smiled  a terrible smile. The audacity of the man, she broke out, to stand there and lecture me on my behavior. To talk about his spoilt life, and all the time

She got up and walked about the room, angrily brushing aside the proffered attentions of Mr. Tucker.

Laughing-stock of Trimington, is he? she stormed. He shall be more than that before I have done with him. The wickedness of the man; the artfulness!

Thats what I thought, said Mr. Tucker, shaking his head. I said to him

Youre as bad, said the widow, turning on him fiercely. All the time you two men were talking at each other you were laughing in your sleeves at me. And I sat there like a child taking it all in, Ive no doubt you met every night and arranged what you were to do next day.

Mr. Tuckers lips twitched. I would do more than that to win you, Amelia, he said, humbly.

Youll have to, was the grim reply. Now I want to hear all about this from the beginning. And dont keep anything from me, or itll be the worse for you.

She sat down again and motioned him to proceed.

When I saw the advertisement in the Northtown Chronicle, began Mr. Tucker, in husky voice, I danced with

Never mind about that, interrupted the widow, dryly.

I went to the hotel and saw Mr. Clark, resumed Mr. Tucker, somewhat crestfallen. When I heard that you were a widow, all the old times came back to me again. The years fell from me like a mantle. Once again I saw myself walking with you over the footpath to Coopers farm; once again I felt your hand in mine. Your voice sounded in my ears

You saw Mr. Clark, the widow reminded him.

He had heard all about our early love from you, said Mr. Tucker, and as a last desperate chance for freedom he had come down to try and hunt me up, and induce me to take you off his hands.

Mrs. Bowman uttered a smothered exclamation.

He tempted me for two days, said Mr. Tucker, gravely. The temptation was too great and I fell. Besides that, I wanted to rescue you from the clutches of such a man.

Why didnt he tell me himself? inquired the widow.

Just what I asked him, said the other, but he said that you were much too fond of him to give him up. He is not worthy of you, Amelia; he is fickle. He has got his eye on another lady.

What? said the widow, with sudden loudness.

Mr. Tucker nodded mournfully. Miss Hack-butt, he said, slowly. I saw her the other day, and what he can see in her I cant think.

Miss Hackbutt? repeated the widow in a smothered voice. Miss   She got up and began to pace the room again.

He must be blind, said Mr. Tucker, positively.

Mrs. Bowman stopped suddenly and stood regarding him. There was a light in her eye which made him feel anything but comfortable. He was glad when she transferred her gaze to the clock. She looked at it so long that he murmured something about going.

Good-by, she said.

Mr. Tucker began to repeat his excuses, but she interrupted him. Not now, she said, decidedly. Im tired. Good-night.

Mr. Tucker pressed her hand. Good-night, he said, tenderly. I am afraid the excitement has been too much for you. May I come round at the usual time to-morrow?

Yes, said the widow.

She took the advertisement from the table and, folding it carefully, placed it in her purse. Mr. Tucker withdrew as she looked up.

He walked back to the George deep in thought, and over a couple of pipes in bed thought over the events of the evening. He fell asleep at last and dreamed that he and Miss Hackbutt were being united in the bonds of holy matrimony by the Rev. Nathaniel Clark.

The vague misgivings of the previous night disappeared in the morning sunshine. He shaved carefully and spent some time in the selection of a tie. Over an excellent breakfast he arranged further explanations and excuses for the appeasement of Mrs. Bowman.

He was still engaged on the task when he started to call on her. Half-way to the house he arrived at the conclusion that he was looking too cheerful. His face took on an expression of deep seriousness, only to give way the next moment to one of the blankest amazement. In front of him, and approaching with faltering steps, was Mr. Clark, and leaning trustfully on his arm the comfortable figure of Mrs. Bowman. Her brow was unruffled and her lips smiling.

Beautiful morning, she said, pleasantly, as they met.

Lovely! murmured the wondering Mr. Tucker, trying, but in vain, to catch the eye of Mr. Clark.

I have been paying an early visit, said the widow, still smiling. I surprised you, didnt I, Nathaniel?

You did, said Mr. Clark, in an unearthly voice.

We got talking about last night, continued the widow, and Nathaniel started pleading with me to give him another chance. I suppose that I am softhearted, but he was so miserable  You were never so miserable in your life before, were you, Nathaniel?

Never, said Mr. Clark, in the same strange voice.

He was so wretched that at last I gave way, said Mrs. Bowman, with a simper. Poor fellow, it was such a shock to him that he hasnt got back his cheerfulness yet.

Mr. Tucker said, Indeed!

Hell be all right soon, said Mrs. Bowman, in confidential tones. We are on the way to put our banns up, and once that is done he will feel safe. You are not really afraid of losing me again, are you, Nathaniel?

Mr. Clark shook his head, and, meeting the eye of Mr. Tucker in the process, favored him with a glance of such utter venom that the latter was almost startled.

Good-by, Mr. Tucker, said the widow, holding out her hand. Nathaniel did think of inviting you to come to my wedding, but perhaps it is best not. However, if I alter my mind, I will get him to advertise for you again. Good-by.

She placed her arm in Mr. Clarks again, and led him slowly away. Mr. Tucker stood watching them for some time, and then, with a glance in the direction of the George, where he had left a very small portmanteau, he did a hasty sum in comparative values and made his way to the railway-station.


THE DREAMER
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DREAMS and warnings are things I dont believe in, said the night watchman. The only dream I ever ad that come anything like true was once when I dreamt I came in for a fortune, and next morning I found half a crown in the street, which I sold to a man for fourpence. And once, two days arter my missis ad dreamt she ad spilt a cup of tea down the front of er Sunday dress, she spoilt a pot o paint of mine by sitting in it.

The only other dream I know of that come true happened to the cook of a bark I was aboard of once, called the Southern Belle. He was a silly, pasty-faced sort o chap, always giving hisself airs about eddication to sailormen who didnt believe in it, and one night, when we was homeward-bound from Sydney, he suddenly sat up in is bunk and laughed so loud that he woke us all up.

Wots wrong, cookie? ses one o the chaps.

I was dreaming, ses the cook, such a funny dream. I dreamt old Bill Foster fell out o the foretop and broke is leg.

Well, wot is there to laugh at in that? ses old Bill, very sharp.

It was funny in my dream, ses the cook. You looked so comic with your leg doubled up under you, you cant think. It would ha made a cat laugh.

Bill Foster said hed make im laugh the other side of his face if he wasnt careful, and then we went off to sleep agin and forgot all about it.

If youll believe me, ony three days arterwards pore Bill did fall out o the foretop and break his leg. He was surprised, but I never see a man so surprised as the cook was. His eyes was nearly starting out of is head, but by the time the other chaps ad picked Bill up and asked im whether he was hurt, cook ad pulled imself together agin and was giving himself such airs it was perfectly sickening.

My dreams always come true, he ses. Its a kind o second sight with me. Its a gift, and, being tender-arted, it worries me terrible sometimes.

He was going on like that, taking credit for a pure accident, when the second officer came up and told em to carry Bill below. He was in agony, of course, but he kept is presence of mind, and as they passed the cook he gave im such a clip on the side of the ead as nearly broke it.

Thats for dreaming about me, he ses.

The skipper and the fust officer and most of the hands set is leg between them, and arter the skipper ad made him wot he called comfortable, but wot Bill called something that I wont soil my ears by repeating, the officers went off and the cook came and sat down by the side o Bill and talked about his gift.

I dont talk about it as a rule, he ses, cos it frightens people.

Its a wonderful gift, cookie, ses Charlie Epps.

All of em thought the same, not knowing wot a fust-class liar the cook was, and he sat there and lied to em till he couldnt ardly speak, he was so oarse.

My grandmother was a gypsy, he ses, and its in the family. Things that are going to appen to people I know come to me in dreams, same as pore Bills did. Its curious to me sometimes when I look round at you chaps, seeing you going about appy and comfortable, and knowing all the time orrible things that is going to appen to you. Sometimes it gives me the fair shivers.

Horrible things to us, slushy? ses Charlie, staring.

Yes, ses the cook, nodding. I never was on a ship afore with such a lot of unfortunit men aboard. Never. Theres two pore fellers wotll be dead corpses inside o six months, sitting ere laughing and talking as if they was going to live to ninety. Thank your stars you dont ave such dreams.

Who  who are the two, cookie? ses Charlie, arter a bit.

Never mind, Charlie, ses the cook, in a sad voice; it would do no good if I was to tell you. Nothing can alter it.

Give us a hint, ses Charlie.

Well, Ill tell you this much, ses the cook, arter sitting with his ead in his ands, thinking; one of em is nearly the ugliest man in the focsle and the other aint.

O course, that didnt elp em much, but it caused a lot of argufying, and the ugliest man aboard, instead o being grateful, behaved more like a wild beast than a Christian when it was pointed out to him that he was safe.

Arter that dream about Bill, there was no keeping the cook in his place. He ad dreams pretty near every night, and talked little bits of em in his sleep. Little bits that you couldnt make head nor tail of, and when we asked im next morning hed always shake his ead and say, Never mind. Sometimes hed mention a chaps name in is sleep and make im nervous for days.

It was an unlucky vyge that, for some of em. About a week arter pore Bills accident Ted Jones started playing catch-ball with another chap and a empty beer-bottle, and about the fifth chuck Ted caught it with his face. We thought e was killed at fust  he made such a noise; but they got im down below, and, arter they ad picked out as much broken glass as Ted would let em, the second officer did im up in sticking-plaster and told im to keep quiet for an hour or two.

Ted was very proud of is looks, and the way he went on was alarming. Fust of all he found fault with the chap e was playing with, and then he turned on the cook.

Its a pity you didnt see that in a dream, he ses, tryin to sneer, ony the sticking-plaster was too strong for im.

But I did see it, ses the cook, drawin imself up.

Wot? ses Ted, starting.

I dreamt it night afore last, just exactly as it appened, ses the cook, in a offhand way.

Why didnt you tell me, then? ses Ted choking.
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It ud ha been no good, ses the cook, smiling and shaking his ead. Wot I see must appen. I ony see the future, and that must be.

But you stood there watching me chucking the bottle about, ses Ted, getting out of is bunk. Why didnt you stop me?

You dont understand, ses the cook. If youd ad more eddication

He didnt ave time to say any more afore Ted was on him, and cookie, being no fighter, ad to cook with one eye for the next two or three days. He kept quiet about is dreams for some time arter that, but it was no good, because George Hall, wot was a firm believer, gave im a licking for not warning im of a sprained ankle he got skylarking, and Bob Law took it out of im for not telling im that he was going to lose is suit of shore-going togs at cards.

The only chap that seemed to show any good feeling for the cook was a young feller named Joseph Meek, a steady young chap wot was goin to be married to old Bill Fosters niece as soon as we got ome. Nobody else knew it, but he told the cook all about it on the quiet. He said she was too good for im, but, do all he could, he couldnt get her to see it. My feelings ave changed, he ses.

Praps theyll change agin, ses the cook, trying to comfort im.

Joseph shook his ead. No, Ive made up my mind, he ses, very slow. Im young yet, and, besides, I cant afford it; but ow to get out of it I dont know. Couldnt you ave a dream agin it for me?

Wot dye mean? ses the cook, firing up. Do you think I make my dreams up?

No, no; certinly not, ses Joseph, patting im on the shoulder; but couldnt you do it just for once? Ave a dream that me and Emily are killed a few days arter the wedding. Dont say in wot way, cos she might think we could avoid it; just dream we are killed. Bills always been a superstitious man, and since you dreamt about his leg hed believe anything; and hes that fond of Emily I believe hed ave the wedding put off, at any rate  if I put him up to it.

It took im three days and a silver watch-chain to persuade the cook, but he did at last; and one arternoon, when old Bill, who was getting on fust-class, was resting is leg in is bunk, the cook went below and turned in for a quiet sleep.

For ten minutes he was as peaceful as a lamb, and old Bill, who ad been laying in is bunk with an eye open watching im, was just dropping off imself, when the cook began to talk in is sleep, and the very fust words made Bill sit up as though something ad bit im.

There they go, ses the cook, Emily Foster and Joseph Meek  and theres old Bill, good old Bill, going to give the bride away. How appy they all look, especially Joseph!

Old Bill put his and to his ear and leaned out of his bunk.

There they go, ses the cook agin; but wot is that orrible black thing with claws thats anging over Bill?

Pore Bill nearly fell out of is bunk, but he saved imself at the last moment and lay there as pale as death, listening.

It must be meant for Bill, ses the cook, Well, pore Bill; he wont know of it, thats one thing. Lets ope itll be sudden.

He lay quiet for some time and then he began again.

No, he ses, it isnt Bill; its Joseph and Emily, stark and stiff, and theyve ony been married a week. Ow awful they look! Pore things. Oh! oh! o-oh!

He woke up with a shiver and began to groan and then e sat up in his bunk and saw old Bill leaning out and staring at im.

Youve been dreaming, cook, ses Bill, in a trembling voice.

Ave I? ses the cook. How do you know?

About me and my niece, ses Bill; you was talking in your sleep.

You oughtnt to ave listened, ses the cook, getting out of is bunk and going over to im. I ope you didnt ear all I dreamt. Ow much did you hear?

Bill told im, and the cook sat there, shaking his ead. Thank goodness, you didnt ear the worst of it, he ses.

Worst! ses Bill. Wot, was there any more of it?

Lots more, ses the cook. But promise me you wont tell Joseph, Bill. Let im be happy while he can; it would ony make im miserable, and it wouldnt do any good.

I dont know so much about that, ses Bill, thinking about the arguments some of them had ad with Ted about the bottle. Was it arter they was married, cookie, that it appened? Are you sure?

Certain sure. It was a week arter, ses the cook.

Very well, then, ses Bill, slapping is bad leg by mistake; if they didnt marry, it couldnt appen, could it?

Dont talk foolish, ses the cook; they must marry. I saw it in my dream.

Well, well see, ses Bill. Im going to ave a quiet talk with Joseph about it, and see wot he ses. I aint a-going to ave my pore gal murdered just to please you and make your dreams come true.

He ad a quiet talk with Joseph, but Joseph wouldnt ear of it at fust. He said it was all the cooks nonsense, though e owned up that it was funny that the cook should know about the wedding and Emilys name, and at last he said that they would put it afore Emily and let her decide.

That was about the last dream the cook had that vyge, although he told old Bill one day that he had ad the same dream about Joseph and Emily agin, so that he was quite certain they ad got to be married and killed. He wouldnt tell Bill ow they was to be killed, because e said it would make im an old man afore his time; but, of course, he ad to say that if they wasnt married the other part couldnt come true. He said that as he ad never told is dreams before  except in the case of Bills leg  he couldnt say for certain that they couldnt be prevented by taking care, but praps, they could; and Bill pointed out to im wot a useful man he would be if he could dream and warn people in time.

By the time we got into the London river old Bills leg was getting on fust-rate, and he got along splendid on a pair of crutches the carpenter ad made for him. Him and Joseph and the cook had ad a good many talks about the dream, and the old man ad invited the cook to come along ome with em, to be referred to when he told the tale.

I shall take my opportunity, he ses, and break it to er gentle like. When I speak to you, you chip in, and not afore. Dye understand?
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We went into the East India Docks that vyge, and got there early on a lovely summers evening. Everybody was arf crazy at the idea o going ashore agin, and working as cheerful and as willing as if they liked it. There was a few people standing on the pier-head as we went in, and among em several very nice-looking young wimmen.

My eye, Joseph, ses the cook, who ad been staring hard at one of em, theres a fine gal  lively, too. Look ere!

He kissed is dirty paw  which is more than I should ave liked to ave done it if it ad been mine  and waved it, and the gal turned round and shook her ead at im.

Here, thatll do, ses Joseph, very cross, Thats my gal; thats my Emily.

Eh? says the cook. Well, ow was I to know? Besides, youre a-giving of her up.

Joseph didnt answer im. He was staring at Emily, and the more he stared the better-looking she seemed to grow. She really was an uncommon nice-looking gal, and more than the cook was struck with her.

Whos that chap standing alongside of her? ses the cook.

Its one o Bills sisters lodgers, ses Joseph, who was looking very bad-tempered. I should like to know wot right he as to come ere to welcome me ome. I dont want im.

Praps hes fond of er, ses the cook. I could be, very easy.

Ill chuck im in the dock if he aint careful, ses Joseph, turning red in the face.

He waved his and to Emily, who didnt appen to be looking at the moment, but the lodger waved back in a careless sort of way and then spoke to Emily, and they both waved to old Bill who was standing on his crutches further aft.

By the time the ship was berthed and everything snug it was quite dark, and old Bill didnt know whether to take the cook ome with im and break the news that night, or wait a bit. He made up his mind at last to get it over and done with, and arter waiting till the cook ad cleaned imself they got a cab and drove off.

Bert Simmons, the lodger, ad to ride on the box, and Bill took up so much room with is bad leg that Emily found it more comfortable to sit on Josephs knee; and by the time they got to the ouse he began to see wot a silly mistake he was making.

Keep that dream o yours to yourself till I make up my mind, he ses to the cook, while Bill and the cabman were calling each other names.

Bills going to speak fust, whispers the cook.

The lodger and Emily ad gone inside, and Joseph stood there, fidgeting, while the cabman asked Bill, as a friend, why he adnt paid twopence more for his face, and Bill was wasting his time trying to think of something to say to urt the cabmans feelings. Then he took Bill by the arm as the cab drove off and told im not to say nothing about the dream, because he was going to risk it.

Stuff and nonsense, ses Bill. Im going to tell Emily, Its my dooty. Wots the good o being married if youre going to be killed?

He stumped in on his crutches afore Joseph could say any more, and, arter letting his sister kiss im, went into the front room and sat down. There was cold beef and pickles on the table and two jugs o beer, and arter just telling his sister ow he fell and broke is leg, they all sat down to supper.

Bert Simmons sat on one side of Emily and Joseph the other, and the cook couldnt elp feeling sorry for er, seeing as he did that sometimes she was aving both hands squeezed at once under the table and could ardly get a bite in edgeways.

Old Bill lit his pipe arter supper, and then, taking another glass o beer, he told em about the cook dreaming of his accident three days afore it happened. They couldnt ardly believe it at fust, but when he went on to tell em the other things the cook ad dreamt, and that everything ad appened just as he dreamt it, they all edged away from the cook and sat staring at him with their mouths open.

And that aint the worst of it, ses Bill.

Thats enough for one night, Bill, ses Joseph, who was staring at Bert Simmons as though he could eat him. Besides, I believe it was ony chance. When cook told you is dream it made you nervous, and thats why you fell.

Nervous be blowed! ses Bill; and then he told em about the dream he ad heard while he was laying in is bunk.

Bills sister gave a scream when he ad finished, and Emily, wot was sitting next to Joseph, got up with a shiver and went and sat next to Bert Simmons and squeezed his coat-sleeve.

Its all nonsense! ses Joseph, starting up. And if it wasnt, true love would run the risk. I aint afraid!

Its too much to ask a gal, ses Bert Simmons, shaking his ead.

I couldnt dream of it, ses Emily. Wots the use of being married for a week? Look at uncles leg  thats enough for me!

They all talked at once then, and Joseph tried all he could to persuade Emily to prove to the cook that is dreams didnt always come true; but it was no good. Emily said she wouldnt marry im if he ad a million a year, and her aunt and uncle backed her up in it  to say nothing of Bert Simmons.

Ill go up and get your presents, Joseph, she ses; and she ran upstairs afore anybody could stop her.

Joseph sat there as if he was dazed, while everybody gave im good advice, and said ow thankful he ought to be that the cook ad saved him by is dreaming. And by and by Emily came downstairs agin with the presents he ad given er and put them on the table in front of im.

Theres everything there but that little silver brooch you gave me, Joseph, she ses, and I lost that the other evening when I was out with  with  for a walk.

Joseph tried to speak, but couldnt.

It was six-and-six, cos I was with you when you bought it, ses Emily; and as Ive lost it, its ony fair I should pay for it.

She put down arf a sovereign with the presents, and Joseph sat staring at it as if he ad never seen one afore.

And you neednt mind about the change, Joseph, ses Emily; thatll elp to make up for your disappointment.

Old Bill tried to turn things off with a bit of a laugh. Why, youre made o money, Emily, he ses.

Ah! I havent told you yet, ses Emily, smiling at him; thats a little surprise I was keeping for you. Aunt Emma  pore Aunt Emma, I should say  died while you was away and left me all er furniture and two hundred pounds.

Joseph made a choking noise in his throat and then e got up, leaving the presents and the arf-sovereign on the table, and stood by the door, staring at them.

Good-night all, he ses. Then he went to the front door and opened it, and arter standing there a moment came back as though he ad forgotten something.

Are you coming along now? he ses to the cook.

Not just yet, ses the cook, very quick.

Ill wait outside for you, then, ses Joseph, grinding his teeth. Dont be long.


ANGELS VISITS
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MR. WILLIAM JOBLING leaned against his door-post, smoking. The evening air, pleasant in its coolness after the heat of the day, caressed his shirt-sleeved arms. Children played noisily in the long, dreary street, and an organ sounded faintly in the distance. To Mr. Jobling, who had just consumed three herrings and a pint and a half of strong tea, the scene was delightful. He blew a little cloud of smoke in the air, and with half-closed eyes corrected his first impression as to the tune being played round the corner.

Bill! cried the voice of Mrs. Jobling, who was washing-up in the tiny scullery.

Ullo! responded Mr. Jobling, gruffly.

Youve been putting your wet teaspoon in the sugar-basin, and  well, I declare, if you havent done it again.

Done what? inquired her husband, hunching his shoulders.

Putting your herringy knife in the butter. Well, you can eat it now; I wont. A lot of good me slaving from morning to night and buying good food when you go and spoil it like that.

Mr. Jobling removed the pipe from his mouth. Not so much of it, he commanded. I like butter with a little flavor to it. As for your slaving all day, you ought to come to the works for a week; youd know what slavery was then.

Mrs. Jobling permitted herself a thin, derisive cackle, drowned hurriedly in a clatter of tea-cups as her husband turned and looked angrily up the little passage.

Nag! nag! nag! said Mr. Jobling.

He paused expectantly.

Nag! nag! nag! from morning till night, he resumed. It begins in the morning and it goes on till bedtime.

Its a pity began Mrs. Jobling.

Hold your tongue, said her husband, sternly; I dont want any of your back answers. It goes on all day long up to bedtime, and last night I laid awake for two hours listening to you nagging in your sleep.

He paused again.

Nagging in your sleep, he repeated.

There was no reply.

Two hours! he said, invitingly; two whole hours, without a stop.

I ope it done you good, retorted his wife. I noticed you did wipe one foot when you come in to-night.

Mr. Jobling denied the charge hotly, and, by way of emphasizing his denial, raised his foot and sent the mat flying along the passage. Honor satisfied, he returned to the door-post and, looking idly out on the street again, exchanged a few desultory remarks with Mr. Joe Brown, who, with his hands in his pockets, was balancing himself with great skill on the edge of the curb opposite.

His gaze wandered from Mr. Brown to a young and rather stylishly-dressed woman who was approaching  a tall, good-looking girl with a slight limp, whose hat encountered unspoken feminine criticism at every step. Their eyes met as she came up, and recognition flashed suddenly into both faces.

Fancy seeing you here! said the girl. Well, this is a pleasant surprise.

She held out her hand, and Mr. Jobling, with a fierce glance at Mr. Brown, who was not behaving, shook it respectfully.

Im so glad to see you again, said the girl; I know I didnt thank you half enough the other night, but I was too upset.

Dont mention it, said Mr. Jobling, in a voice the humility of which was in strong contrast to the expression with which he was regarding the antics of Mr. Brown, as that gentleman wafted kisses to the four winds of heaven.

There was a pause, broken by a short, dry cough from the parlor window. The girl, who was almost touching the sill, started nervously.

Its only my missis, said Mr. Jobling.

The girl turned and gazed in at the window. Mr. Jobling, with the stem of his pipe, performed a brief ceremony of introduction.

Good-evening, said Mrs. Jobling, in a thin voice. I dont know who you are, but I spose my usband does.

I met him the other night, said the girl, with a bright smile; I slipped on a piece of peel or something and fell, and he was passing and helped me up.

Mrs. Jobling coughed again. First Ive heard of it, she remarked.

I forgot to tell you, said Mr. Jobling, carelessly. I hope you wasnt hurt much, miss?

I twisted my ankle a bit, thats all, said the girl; its painful when I walk.

Painful now? inquired Mr. Jobling, in concern.

The girl nodded. A little; not very.

Mr. Jobling hesitated; the contortions of Mr. Browns face as he strove to make a wink carry across the road would have given pause to a bolder man; and twice his wifes husky little cough had sounded from the window.

I spose you wouldnt like to step inside and rest for five minutes? he said, slowly.

Oh, thank you, said the girl, gratefully; I should like to. It  it really is very painful. I ought not to have walked so far.

She limped in behind Mr. Jobling, and after bowing to Mrs. Jobling sank into the easy-chair with a sigh of relief and looked keenly round the room. Mr. Jobling disappeared, and his wife flushed darkly as he came back with his coat on and his hair wet from combing. An awkward silence ensued.

How strong your husband is! said the girl, clasping her hands impulsively.

Is he? said Mrs. Jobling.

He lifted me up as though I had been a feather, responded the girl. He just put his arm round my waist and had me on my feet before I knew where I was.

Round your waist? repeated Mrs. Jobling.

Where else should I put it? broke in her husband, with sudden violence.

His wife made no reply, but sat gazing in a hostile fashion at the bold, dark eyes and stylish hat of the visitor.

I should like to be strong, said the latter, smiling agreeably over at Mr. Jobling.

When I was younger, said that gratified man, I can assure you I didnt know my own strength, as the saying is. I used to hurt people just in play like, without knowing it. I used to have a hug like a bear.

Fancy being hugged like that! said the girl. How awful! she added, hastily, as she caught the eye of the speechless Mrs. Jobling.

Like a bear, repeated Mr. Jobling, highly pleased at the impression he had made. Im pretty strong now; there aint many as Im afraid of.

He bent his arm and thoughtfully felt his biceps, and Mrs. Jobling almost persuaded herself that she must be dreaming, as she saw the girl lean forward and pinch Mr. Joblings arm. Mr. Jobling was surprised too, but he had the presence of mind to bend the other.

Enormous! said the girl, and as hard as iron. What a prize-fighter youd have made!

He dont want to do no prize-fighting, said Mrs. Jobling, recovering her speech; hes a respectable married man.

Mr. Jobling shook his head over lost opportunities. Im too old, he remarked.

Hes forty-seven, said his wife.

Best age for a man, in my opinion, said the girl; just entering his prime. And a man is as old as he feels, you know.

Mr. Jobling nodded acquiescence and observed that he always felt about twenty-two; a state of affairs which he ascribed to regular habits, and a great partiality for the company of young people.

I was just twenty-two when I married, he mused, and my missis was just six months

You leave my age alone, interrupted his wife, trembling with passion. Im not so fond of telling my age to strangers.

You told mine, retorted Mr. Jobling, and nobody asked you to do that. Very free you was in coming out with mine.

I aint the only one thats free, breathed the quivering Mrs. Jobling. I ope your ankle is better? she added, turning to the visitor.

Much better, thank you, was the reply.

Got far to go? queried Mrs. Jobling.

The girl nodded. But I shall take a tram at the end of the street, she said, rising.

Mr. Jobling rose too, and all that he had ever heard or read about etiquette came crowding into his mind. A weekly journal patronized by his wife had three columns regularly, but he taxed his memory in vain for any instructions concerning brown-eyed strangers with sprained ankles. He felt that the path of duty led to the tram-lines. In a somewhat blundering fashion he proffered his services; the girl accepted them as a matter of course.

Mrs. Jobling, with lips tightly compressed, watched them from the door. The girl, limping slightly, walked along with the utmost composure, but the bearing of her escort betokened a mind fully conscious of the scrutiny of the street.

He returned in about half an hour, and having this time to run the gauntlet of the street alone, entered with a mien which caused his wifes complaints to remain unspoken. The cough of Mr. Brown, a particularly contagious one, still rang in his ears, and he sat for some time in fierce silence.

I see her on the tram, he said, at last. Her names Robinson  Miss Robinson.

Indeed! said his wife.

Seems a nice sort o girl, said Mr. Jobling, carelessly. Shes took quite a fancy to you.

Im sure Im much obliged to her, retorted his wife.

So I  so I asked her to give you a look in now and then, continued Mr. Jobling, filling his pipe with great care, and she said she would. Itll cheer you up a bit.

Mrs. Jobling bit her lip and, although she had never felt more fluent in her life, said nothing. Her husband lit his pipe, and after a rapid glance in her direction took up an old newspaper and began to read.

He astonished Mrs. Jobling next day by the gift of a geranium in full bloom. Surprise impeded her utterance, but she thanked him at last with some warmth, and after a little deliberation decided to put it in the bedroom.
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Mr. Jobling looked like a man who has suddenly discovered a flaw in his calculations. I was thinking of the front parlor winder, he said, at last.

Itll get more sun upstairs, said his wife.

She took the pot in her arms, and disappeared. Her surprise when she came down again and found Mr. Jobling rearranging the furniture, and even adding a choice ornament or two from the kitchen, was too elaborate to escape his notice.

Been going to do it for some time, he remarked.

Mrs. Jobling left the room and strove with herself in the scullery. She came back pale of face and with a gleam in her eye which her husband was too busy to notice.

Itll never look much till we get a new hearthrug, she said, shaking her head. Theyve got one at Jacksons that would be just the thing; and theyve got a couple of tall pink vases that would brighten up the fireplace wonderful. Theyre going for next to nothing, too.

Mr. Joblings reply took the form of uncouth and disagreeable growlings. After that phase had passed he sat for some time with his hand placed protectingly in his trouser-pocket. Finally, in a fierce voice, he inquired the cost.

Ten minutes later, in a state fairly evenly divided between pleasure and fury, Mrs. Jobling departed with the money. Wild yearnings for courage that would enable her to spend the money differently, and confront the dismayed Mr. Jobling in a new hat and jacket, possessed her on the way; but they were only yearnings, twenty-five years experience of her husbands temper being a sufficient safeguard.

Miss Robinson came in the day after as they were sitting down to tea. Mr. Jobling, who was in his shirt-sleeves, just had time to disappear as the girl passed the window. His wife let her in, and after five remarks about the weather sat listening in grim pleasure to the efforts of Mr. Jobling to find his coat. He found it at last, under a chair cushion, and, somewhat red of face, entered the room and greeted the visitor.

Conversation was at first rather awkward. The girls eyes wandered round the room and paused in astonishment on the pink vases; the beauty of the rug also called for notice.

Yes, theyre pretty good, said Mr. Jobling, much gratified by her approval.

Beautiful, murmured the girl. What a thing it is to have money! she said, wistfully.

I could do with some, said Mr. Jobling, with jocularity. He helped himself to bread and butter and began to discuss money and how to spend it. His ideas favored retirement and a nice little place in the country.

I wonder you dont do it, said the girl, softly.

Mr. Jobling laughed. Gingell and Watson dont pay on those lines, he said. We do the work and they take the money.

Its always the way, said the girl, indignantly; they have all the luxuries, and the men who make the money for them all the hardships. I seem to know the name Gingell and Watson. I wonder where Ive seen it?

In the paper, praps, said Mr. Jobling.

Advertising? asked the girl.

Mr. Jobling shook his head. Robbery, he replied, seriously. It was in last weeks paper. Somebody got to the safe and got away with nine hundred pounds in gold and bank-notes.

I remember now, said the girl, nodding, Did they catch them?

No, and not likely to, was the reply.

Miss Robinson opened her big eyes and looked round with an air of pretty defiance. I am glad of it, she said.

Glad? said Mrs. Jobling, involuntarily breaking a self-imposed vow of silence. Glad?

The girl nodded. I like pluck, she said, with a glance in the direction of Mr. Jobling; and, besides, whoever took it had as much right to it as Gingell and Watson; they didnt earn it.

Mrs. Jobling, appalled at such ideas, glanced at her husband to see how he received them. The mans a thief, she said, with great energy, and he wont enjoy his gains.

I dare say  I dare say hell enjoy it right enough, said Mr. Jobling, if he aint caught, that is.

I believe he is the sort of man I should like, declared Miss Robinson, obstinately.

I dare say, said Mrs. Jobling; and Ive no doubt hed like you. Birds of a

Thatll do, said her husband, peremptorily; thats enough about it. The guvnors can afford to lose it; thats one comfort.

He leaned over as the girl asked for more sugar and dropped a spoonful in her cup, expressing surprise that she should like her tea so sweet. Miss Robinson, denying the sweetness, proffered her cup in proof, and Mrs. Jobling sat watching with blazing eyes the antics of her husband as he sipped at it.

Sweets to the sweet, he said, gallantly, as he handed it back.

Miss Robinson pouted, and, raising the cup to her lips, gazed ardently at him over the rim. Mr. Jobling, who certainly felt not more than twenty-two that evening, stole her cake and received in return a rap from a teaspoon. Mr. Jobling retaliated, and Mrs. Jobling, unable to eat, sat looking on in helpless fury at little arts of fascination which she had discarded  at Mr. Joblings earnest request  soon after their marriage.

By dint of considerable self-control, aided by an occasional glance from her husband, she managed to preserve her calm until he returned from accompaning the visitor to her tram. Then her pent-up feelings found vent. Quietly scornful at first, she soon waxed hysterical over his age and figure. Tears followed as she bade him remember what a good wife she had been to him, loudly claiming that any other woman would have poisoned him long ago. Speedily finding that tears were of no avail, and that Mr. Jobling seemed to regard them rather as a tribute to his worth than otherwise, she gave way to fury, and, in a fine, but unpunctuated passage, told him her exact opinion of Miss Robinson.

Its no good carrying on like that, said Mr. Jobling, magisterially, and, whats more, I wont have it.

Walking into my house and making eyes at my usband, stormed his wife.

So long as I dont make eyes at her theres no harm done, retorted Mr. Jobling. I cant help her taking a fancy to me, poor thing.

Id poor thing her, said his wife.

Shes to be pitied, said Mr. Jobling, sternly. I know how she feels. She cant help herself, but shell get oyer it in time. I dont suppose she thinks for a moment we have noticed her  her  her liking for me, and Im not going to have her feelings hurt.

What about my feelings? demanded his wife.

You have got me, Mr. Jobling reminded her.

The nine points of the law was Mrs. Joblings only consolation for the next few days. Neighboring matrons, exchanging sympathy for information, wished, strangely enough, that Mr. Jobling was their husband. Failing that they offered Mrs. Jobling her choice of at least a hundred plans for bringing him to his senses.
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Mr. Jobling, who was a proud man, met their hostile glances as he passed to and from his work with scorn, until a day came when the hostility vanished and gave place to smiles. Never so many people in the street, he thought, as he returned from work; certainly never so many smiles. People came hurriedly from their back premises to smile at him, and, as he reached his door, Mr. Joe Brown opposite had all the appearance of a human sunbeam. Tired of smiling faces, he yearned for that of his wife. She came out of the kitchen and met him with a look of sly content. The perplexed Mr. Jobling eyed her morosely.

What are you laughing at me for? he demanded.

I wasnt laughing at you, said his wife.

She went back into the kitchen and sang blithely as she bustled over the preparations for tea. Her voice was feeble, but there was a triumphant effectiveness about the high notes which perplexed the listener sorely. He seated himself in the new easy-chair  procured to satisfy the supposed aesthetic tastes of Miss Robinson  and stared at the window.

You seem very happy all of a sudden, he growled, as his wife came in with the tray.

Well, why shouldnt I be? inquired Mrs. Jobling. Ive got everything to make me so.

Mr. Jobling looked at her in undisguised amazement.

New easy-chair, new vases, and a new hearth-rug, explained his wife, looking round the room. Did you order that little table you said you would?

Yes, growled Mr. Jobling.

Pay for it? inquired his wife, with a trace of anxiety.

Yes, said Mr. Jobling again.

Mrs. Joblings face relaxed. I shouldnt like to lose it at the last moment, she said. You ave been good to me lately, Bill; buying all these nice things. Theres not many women have got such a thoughtful husband as what I have.

Have you gone dotty? or what? enquired her bewildered husband.

Its no wonder people like you, pursued Mrs. Jobling, ignoring the question, and smiling again as she placed three chairs at the table. Ill wait a minute or two before I soak the tea; I expect Miss Robinson wont be long, and she likes it fresh.

Mr. Jobling, to conceal his amazement and to obtain a little fresh air walked out of the room and opened the front door.

Cheer oh! said the watchful Mr. Brown, with a benignant smile.

Mr. Jobling scowled at him.

Its all right, said Mr. Brown. You go in and set down; Im watching for her.

He nodded reassuringly, and, not having curiosity enough to accept the others offer and step across the road and see what he would get, shaded his eyes with his hand and looked with exaggerated anxiety up the road. Mr. Jobling, heavy of brow, returned to the parlor and looked hard at his wife.

Shes late, said Mrs. Jobling, glancing at the clock. I do hope shes all right, but I should feel anxious about her if she was my gal. Its a dangerous life.

Dangerous life! said Mr. Jobling, roughly. Whats a dangerous life?

Why, hers, replied his wife, with a nervous smile. Joe Brown told me. He followed her ome last night, and this morning he found out all about her.

The mention of Mr. Browns name caused Mr. Jobling at first to assume an air of indifference; but curiosity overpowered him.

What lies has he been telling? he demanded.

I dont think its a lie, Bill, said his wife, mildly. Putting two and two

What did he say? cried Mr. Jobling, raising his voice.

He said, She  shes a lady detective, stammered Mrs. Jobling, putting her handkerchief to her unruly mouth.

A tec! repeated her husband. A lady tec?

Mrs. Jobling nodded. Yes, Bill. She  she  she  

Well? said Mr. Jobling, in exasperation.

Shes being employed by Gingell and Watson, said his wife.

Mr. Jobling sprang to his feet, and with scarlet face and clinched fists strove to assimilate the information and all its meaning.

What  what did she come here for? Do you mean to tell me she thinks I took the money? he said, huskily, after a long pause.

Mrs. Jobling bent before the storm. I think she took a fancy to you, Bill, she said, timidly.

Mr. Jobling appeared to swallow something; then he took a step nearer to her. You let me see you laugh again, thats all, he said, fiercely. As for that Jezzybill

There she is, said his wife, as a knock sounded at the door. Dont say anything to hurt her feelings, Bill. You said she was to be pitied. And it must be a hard life to ave to go round and flatter old married men. I shouldnt like it.

Mr. Jobling, past speech, stood and glared at her. Then, with an inarticulate cry, he rushed to the front door and flung it open. Miss Robinson, fresh and bright, stood smiling outside. Within easy distance a little group of neighbors were making conversation, while opposite Mr. Brown awaited events.

What dyou want? demanded Mr. Jobling, harshly.

Miss Robinson, who had put out her hand, drew it back and gave him a swift glance. His red face and knitted brows told their own story.

Oh! she said, with a winning smile, will you please tell Mrs. Jobling that I cant come to tea with her this evening?

Isnt there anything else youd like to say? inquired Mr. Jobling, disdainfully, as she turned away.

The girl paused and appeared to reflect. You can say that I am sorry to miss an amusing evening, she said, regarding him steadily. Good-by.

Mr. Jobling slammed the door.


SAILORS KNOTS
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DESERTED

Sailormen aint wot you might call dandyfied as a rule, said the night-watchman, who had just had a passage of arms with a lighterman and been advised to let somebody else wash him and make a good job of it; theyve got too much sense. They leave dressing up and making eyesores of theirselves to men wot ave never smelt salt water; men wot drift up and down the river in lighters and get in everybodys way.

He glanced fiercely at the retreating figure of the lighterman, and, turning a deaf ear to a request for a lock of his hair to patch a favorite doormat with, resumed with much vigor his task of sweeping up the litter.

The most dressy sailorman I ever knew, he continued, as he stood the broom up in a corner and seated himself on a keg, was a young feller named Rupert Brown. His mother gave im the name of Rupert while his father was away at sea, and when he came ome it was too late to alter it. All that a man could do he did do, and Mrs. Brown ad a black eye till e went to sea agin. She was a very obstinate woman, though  like most of em  and a little over a year arterwards got pore old Brown three months hard by naming er next boy Roderick Alfonso.

Young Rupert was on a barge when I knew im fust, but he got tired of always aving dirty hands arter a time, and went and enlisted as a soldier. I lost sight of im for a while, and then one evening he turned up on furlough and come to see me.

O course, by this time e was tired of soldiering, but wot upset im more than anything was always aving to be dressed the same and not being able to wear a collar and neck-tie. He said that if it wasnt for the sake of good old England, and the chance o getting six months, hed desert. I tried to give im good advice, and, if Id only known ow I was to be dragged into it, Id ha given im a lot more.

As it appened he deserted the very next arternoon. He was in the Three Widders at Aldgate, in the saloon bar  which is a place where you get a pennorth of ale in a glass and pay twopence for it  and, arter being told by the barmaid that she had got one monkey at ome, he got into conversation with another man wot was in there.

He was a big man with a black moustache and a red face, and is fingers all smothered in dimond rings. He ad got on a gold watch-chain as thick as a rope, and a scarf-pin the size of a large walnut, and he had ad a few words with the barmaid on is own account. He seemed to take a fancy to Rupert from the fust, and in a few minutes he ad given im a big cigar out of a sealskin case and ordered im a glass of sherry wine.
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Have you ever thought o going on the stage? he ses, arter Rupert ad told im of his dislike for the Army.

No, ses Rupert, staring.

You sprise me, ses the big man; youre wasting of your life by not doing so.

But I cant act, ses Rupert.

Stuff and nonsense! ses the big man. Dont tell me. Youve got an actors face. Im a manager myself, and I know. I dont mind telling you that I refused twenty-three men and forty-eight ladies only yesterday.

I wonder you dont drop down dead, ses the barmaid, lifting up is glass to wipe down the counter.

The manager looked at her, and, arter she ad gone to talk to a gentleman in the next bar wot was knocking double knocks on the counter with a pint pot, he whispered to Rupert that she ad been one of them.

She cant act a bit, he ses. Now, look ere; Im a business man and my time is valuable. I dont know nothing, and I dont want to know nothing; but, if a nice young feller, like yourself, for example, was tired of the Army and wanted to escape, Ive got one part left in my company that ud suit im down to the ground.

Wot about being reckernized? ses Rupert.

The manager winked at im. Its the part of a Zulu chief, he ses, in a whisper.

Rupert started. But I should ave to black my face, he ses.

A little, ses the manager; but youd soon get on to better parts  and see wot a fine disguise it is.

He stood im two more glasses o sherry wine, and, arter he ad drunk em, Rupert gave way. The manager patted im on the back, and said that if he wasnt earning fifty pounds a week in a years time hed eat his ead; and the barmaid, wot ad come back agin, said it was the best thing he could do with it, and she wondered he adnt thought of it afore.

They went out separate, as the manager said it would be better for them not to be seen together, and Rupert, keeping about a dozen yards behind, follered im down the Mile End Road. By and by the manager stopped outside a shop-window wot ad been boarded up and stuck all over with savages dancing and killing white people and hunting elephants, and, arter turning round and giving Rupert a nod, opened the door with a key and went inside.

Thats all right, he ses, as Rupert follered im in. This is my wife, Mrs. Alfredi, he ses, introducing im to a fat, red-aired lady wot was sitting inside sewing. She has performed before all the crowned eads of Europe. That dimond brooch shes wearing was a present from the Emperor of Germany, but, being a married man, he asked er to keep it quiet.

Rupert shook ands with Mrs. Alfredi, and then her usband led im to a room at the back, where a little lame man was cleaning up things, and told im to take his clothes off.

If they was mine, he ses, squinting at the fire-place, I should know wot to do with em.

Rupert laughed and slapped im on the back, and, arter cutting his uniform into pieces, stuffed it into the fireplace and pulled the dampers out. He burnt up is boots and socks and everything else, and they all three laughed as though it was the best joke in the world. Then Mr. Alfredi took his coat off and, dipping a piece of rag into a basin of stuff wot George ad fetched, did Rupert a lovely brown all over.

Thats the fust coat, he ses. Now take a stool in front of the fire and let it soak in.

He gave im another coat arf an hour arterwards, while George curled his air, and when e was dressed in bracelets round is ankles and wrists, and a leopard-skin over his shoulder, he was as fine a Zulu as you could wish for to see. His lips was naturally thick and his nose flat, and even his eyes appened to be about the right color.

Hes a fair perfect treat, ses Mr. Alfredi. Fetch Kumbo in, George.

The little man went out, and came back agin shoving in a fat, stumpy Zulu woman wot began to grin and chatter like a poll-parrot the moment she saw Rupert.

Its all right, ses Mr. Alfredi; shes took a fancy to you.

Is  is she an actress? ses Rupert.

One o the best, ses the manager. Shell teach you to dance and shy assegais. Pore thing! she buried her usband the day afore we come here, but youll be surprised to see ow skittish she can be when she has got over it a bit.

They sat there while Rupert practised  till he started shying the assegais, that is  and then they went out and left im with Kumbo. Considering that she ad only just buried her usband, Rupert found her quite skittish enough, and he couldnt elp wondering wot shed be like when shed got over her grief a bit more.

The manager and George said he ad got on wonderfully, and arter talking it over with Mrs. Alfredi they decided to open that evening, and pore Rupert found out that the shop was the theatre, and all the acting hed got to do was to dance war-dances and sing in Zulu to people wot had paid a penny a ead. He was a bit nervous at fust, for fear anybody should find out that e wasnt a real Zulu, because the manager said theyd tear im to pieces if they did, and eat im arterwards, but arter a time is nervousness wore off and he jumped about like a monkey.

They gave performances every arf hour from ha-past six to ten, and Rupert felt ready to drop. His feet was sore with dancing and his throat ached with singing Zulu, but wot upset im more than anything was an elderly old party wot would keep jabbing im in the ribs with her umbrella to see whether he could laugh.
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They ad supper arter they ad closed, and then Mr. Alfredi and is wife went off, and Rupert and George made up beds for themselves in the shop, while Kumbo ad a little place to herself at the back.

He did better than ever next night, and they all said he was improving fast; and Mr. Alfredi told im in a whisper that he thought he was better at it than Kumbo. Not that I should mind er knowing much, he ses, seeing that shes took such a fancy to you.

Ah, I was going to speak to you about that, ses Rupert. Forwardness is no name for it; if she dont keep erself to erself, I shall chuck the whole thing up.

The manager coughed behind his and. And go back to the Army? he ses. Well, I should be sorry to lose you, but I wont stand in your way.

Mrs. Alfredi, wot was standing by, stuffed her pocket-ankercher in er mouth, and Rupert began to feel a bit uneasy in his mind.

If I did, he ses, youd get into trouble for elping me to desert.

Desert! ses Mr. Alfredi. I dont know anything about your deserting.

Ho! ses Rupert. And wot about my uniform?

Uniform? ses Mr. Alfredi. Wot uniform? I aint seen no uniform. Where is it?

Rupert didnt answer im, but arter they ad gone ome he told George that he ad ad enough of acting and he should go.

Where to? ses George.

Ill find somewhere, ses Rupert. I shant starve.

You might ketch your death o cold, though, ses George.

Rupert said he didnt mind, and then he shut is eyes and pretended to be asleep. His idea was to wait till George was asleep and then pinch is clothes; consequently is feelings when e opened one eye and saw George getting into bed with is clothes on wont bear thinking about. He laid awake for hours, and three times that night George, who was a very heavy sleeper, woke up and found Rupert busy tucking him in.

By the end of the week Rupert was getting desperate. He hated being black for one thing, and the more he washed the better color he looked. He didnt mind the black for out o doors, in case the Army was looking for im, but aving no clothes he couldnt get out o doors; and when he said he wouldnt perform unless he got some, Mr. Alfredi dropped ints about having im took up for a deserter.

Ive ad my suspicions of it for some days, he ses, with a wink, though you did come to me in a nice serge suit and tell me you was an actor. Now, you be a good boy for another week and Ill advance you a couple o pounds to get some clothes with.

Rupert asked him to let im have it then, but e wouldnt, and for another week he ad to pretend e was a Zulu of an evening, and try and persuade Kumbo that he was an English gentleman of a daytime.

He got the money at the end of the week and ad to sign a paper to give a months notice any time he wanted to leave, but he didnt mind that at all, being determined the fust time he got outside the place to run away and ship as a nigger cook if e couldnt get the black off.

He made a list o things out for George to get for im, but there seemed to be such a lot for two pounds that Mr. Alfredi shook his ead over it; and arter calling imself a soft-arted fool, and saying hed finish up in the workhouse, he made it three pounds and told George to look sharp.

Hes a very good marketer, he ses, arter George ad gone; he dont mind wot trouble he takes. Hell very likely haggle for hours to get sixpence knocked off the trousers or twopence off the shirt.

It was twelve oclock in the morning when George went, and at ha-past four Rupert turned nasty, and said e was afraid he was trying to get them for nothing. At five oclock he said George was a fool, and at ha-past he said e was something I wont repeat.

It was just eleven oclock, and they ad shut up for the night, when the front door opened, and George stood there smiling at em and shaking his ead.

Sush a lark, he ses, catching old of Mr. Alfredis arm to steady imself. I gave im shlip.

Wot dye mean? ses the manager, shaking him off. Gave who the slip? Wheres them clothes?

Boys got em, ses George, smiling agin and catching hold of Kumbos arm. Sush a lark; hes been car-carrying em all day  all day. Now Ive given im the  the shlip, stead o stead o giving im fourpence. Take care o the pensh, an pouns

He let go o Kumbos arm, turned round twice, and then sat down eavy and fell fast asleep. The manager rushed to the door and looked out, but there was no signs of the boy, and he came back shaking his ead, and said that George ad been drinking agin.

Well, wot about my clothes? ses Rupert, hardly able to speak.

Praps he didnt buy em arter all, ses the manager. Lets try is pockets.

He tried fust, and found some strawberries that George ad spoilt by sitting on. Then he told Rupert to have a try, and Rupert found some bits of string, a few buttons, two penny stamps, and twopence hapenny in coppers.

Never mind, ses Mr. Alfredi; Ill go round to the police-station in the morning; praps the boy as taken them there. Im disappinted in George. I shall tell im so, too.

He bid Rupert good-night and went off with Mrs. Alfredi; and Rupert, wishful to make the best o things, decided that he would undress George and go off in is clothes. He waited till Kumbo ad gone off to bed, and then he started to take Georges coat off. He got the two top buttons undone all right, and then George turned over in is sleep. It surprised Rupert, but wot surprised im more when he rolled George over was to find them two buttons done up agin. Arter it had appened three times he see ow it was, and he come to the belief that George was no more drunk than wot he was, and that it was all a put-up thing between im and Mr. Alfredi.

He went to bed then to think it over, and by the morning he ad made up his mind to keep quiet and bide his time, as the saying is. He spoke quite cheerful to Mr. Alfredi, and pretended to believe im when he said that he ad been to the police-station about the clothes.

Two days arterwards he thought of something; he remembered me. He ad found a dirty old envelope on the floor, and with a bit o lead pencil he wrote me a letter on the back of one o the bills, telling me all his troubles, and asking me to bring some clothes and rescue im. He stuck on one of the stamps he ad found in Georges pocket, and opening the door just afore going to bed threw it out on the pavement.

The world is full of officious, interfering busy-bodies. I should no more think of posting a letter that didnt belong to me, with an unused stamp on it, than I should think o flying; but some meddle-some son of a  a gun posted that letter and I got it.

I was never more surprised in my life. He asked me to be outside the shop next night at ha-past eleven with any old clothes I could pick up. If I didnt, he said he should ang imself as the clock struck twelve, and that his ghost would sit on the wharf and keep watch with me every night for the rest o my life. He said he expected it ud have a black face, same as in life.

A wharf is a lonely place of a night; especially our wharf, which is full of dark corners, and, being a silly, good-natured fool, I went. I got a pal off of one of the boats to keep watch for me, and, arter getting some old rags off of another sailorman as owed me arf a dollar, I ad a drink and started off for the Mile End Road.

I found the place easy enough. The door was just on the jar, and as I tapped on it with my finger-nails a wild-looking black man, arf naked, opened it and said Hsh! and pulled me inside. There was a bit o candle on the floor, shaded by a box, and a man fast asleep and snoring up in one corner. Rupert dressed like lightning, and he ad just put on is cap when the door at the back opened and a orrid fat black woman came out and began to chatter.

Rupert told her to hush, and she ushed, and then he waved is hand to er to say good-bye, and afore you could say Jack Robinson she ad grabbed up a bit o dirty blanket, a bundle of assegais, and a spear, and come out arter us.

Back! ses Rupert in a whisper, pointing.
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Kumbo shook her ead, and then he took hold of er and tried to shove er back, but she wouldnt go. I lent him a and, but all wimmen are the same, black or white, and afore I knew where I was she ad clawed my cap off and scratched me all down one side of the face.

Walk fast, ses Rupert.

I started to run, but it was all no good; Kumbo kept up with us easy, and she was so pleased at being out in the open air that she began to dance and play about like a kitten. Instead o minding their own business people turned and follered us, and quite a crowd collected.

We shall ave the police in a minute, ses Rupert. Come in ere  quick.

He pointed to a pub up a side street, and went in with Kumbo holding on to his arm. The barman was for sending us out at fust, but such a crowd follered us in that he altered is mind. I ordered three pints, and, while I was anding Rupert his, Kumbo finished ers and began on mine. I tried to explain, but she held on to it like grim death, and in the confusion Rupert slipped out.

He adnt been gone five seconds afore she missed im, and I never see anybody so upset in all my life. She spilt the beer all down the place where er bodice ought to ha been, and then she dropped the pot and went arter im like a hare. I follered in a different way, and when I got round the corner I found she ad caught im and was holding im by the arm.

O course, the crowd was round us agin, and to get rid of em I did a thing Id seldom done afore  I called a cab, and we all bundled in and drove off to the wharf, with the spear sticking out o the window, and most of the assegais sticking into me.

This is getting serious, ses Rupert.

Yes, I ses; and wot ave I done to be dragged into it? You must ha been paying er some attention to make er carry on like this.

I thought Rupert would ha bust, and the things he said to the man wot was spending money like water to rescue im was disgraceful.

We got to the wharf at last, and I was glad to see that my pal ad got tired of night-watching and ad gone off, leaving the gate open. Kumbo went in anging on to Ruperts arm, and I follered with the spear, which I ad held in my and while I paid the cabman.

They went into the office, and Rupert and me talked it over while Kumbo kept patting is cheek. He was afraid that the manager would track im to the wharf, and I was afraid that the guvnor would find out that I ad been neglecting my dooty, for the fust time in my life.

We talked all night pretty near, and then, at ha-past five, arf an hour afore the ands came on, I made up my mind to fetch a cab and drive em to my ouse. I wanted Rupert to go somewhere else, but e said he ad got nowhere else to go, and it was the only thing to get em off the wharf. I opened the gates at ten minutes to six, and just as the fust man come on and walked down the wharf we slipped in and drove away.

We was all tired and yawning. Theres something about the motion of a cab or an omnibus that always makes me feel sleepy, and arter a time I closed my eyes and went off sound. I remember I was dreaming that I ad found a bag o money, when the cab pulled up with a jerk in front of my ouse and woke me up. Opposite me sat Kumbo fast asleep, and Rupert ad disappeared!

I was dazed for a moment, and afore I could do anything Kumbo woke up and missed Rupert. Wot made matters worse than anything was that my missis was kneeling down in the passage doing er door-step, and er face, as I got down out o that cab with Kumbo anging on to my arm was something too awful for words. It seemed to rise up slow-like from near the door-step, and to go on rising till I thought it ud never stop. And every inch it rose it got worse and worse to look at.
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She stood blocking up the doorway with her ands on her ips, while I explained, with Kumbo still anging on my arm and a crowd collecting behind, and the more I explained, the more I could see she didnt believe a word of it.

She never as believed it. I sent for Mr. Alfredi to come and take Kumbo away, and when I spoke to im about Rupert he said I was dreaming, and asked me whether I wasnt ashamed o myself for carrying off a pore black gal wot ad got no father or mother to look arter her. He said that afore my missis, and my character as been under a cloud ever since, waiting for Rupert to turn up and clear it away.


HOMEWARD BOUND

Mr. Hatchards conversation for nearly a week had been confined to fault-finding and grunts, a system of treatment designed to wean Mrs. Hatchard from her besetting sin of extravagance. On other occasions the treatment had, for short periods, proved successful, but it was quite evident that his wifes constitution was becoming inured to this physic and required a change of treatment. The evidence stared at him from the mantelpiece in the shape of a pair of huge pink vases, which had certainly not been there when he left in the morning. He looked at them and breathed heavily.

Pretty, aint they? said his wife, nodding at them.

Who gave em to you? inquired Mr. Hatchard, sternly.

His wife shook her head. You dont get vases like that given to you, she said, slowly. Leastways, I dont.

Do you mean to say you bought em? demanded her husband.

Mrs. Hatchard nodded.

After all I said to you about wasting my money? persisted Mr. Hatchard, in amazed accents.

Mrs. Hatchard nodded, more brightly than before.

There has got to be an end to this! said her husband, desperately. I wont have it! Dye hear? I wont  have  it!

I bought em with my own money, said his wife, tossing her head.

Your money? said Mr. Hatchard. To hear you talk anybody ud think youd got three hundred a year, instead o thirty. Your money ought to be spent in useful things, same as what mine is. Why should I spend my money keeping you, while you waste yours on pink vases and having friends in to tea?

Mrs. Hatchards still comely face took on a deeper tinge.

Keeping me? she said, sharply. Youd better stop before you say anything you might be sorry for, Alfred.

I should have to talk a long time before I said that, retorted the other.

Im not so sure, said his wife. Im beginning to be tired of it.

Ive reasoned with you, continued Mr. Hatchard, Ive argued with you, and Ive pointed out the error of your ways to you, and its all no good.

Oh, be quiet, and dont talk nonsense, said his wife.

Talking, continued Mr. Hatchard, as I said before, is no good. Deeds, not words, is what is wanted.

He rose suddenly from his chair and, taking one of the vases from the mantelpiece, dashed it to pieces on the fender. Example is contagious, and two seconds later he was in his chair again, softly feeling a rapidly growing bump on his head, and gazing goggle-eyed at his wife.
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And Id do it again, said that lady, breathlessly, if there was another vase.

Mr. Hatchard opened his mouth, but speech failed him. He got up and left the room without a word, and, making his way to the scullery, turned on the tap and held his head beneath it. A sharp intake of the breath announced that a tributary stream was looking for the bump down the neck of his shirt.

He was away a long time  so long that the half-penitent Mrs. Hatchard was beginning to think of giving first aid to the wounded. Then she heard him coming slowly back along the passage. He entered the room, drying his wet hair on a hand-kerchief.

I  I hope I didnt hurt you  much? said his wife.

Mr. Hatchard drew himself up and regarded her with lofty indignation.

You might have killed me, he said at last, in thrilling tones. Then what would you have done?

Swept up the pieces, and said you came home injured and died in my arms, said Mrs. Hatchard, glibly. I dont want to be unfeeling, but youd try the temper of a saint. Im sure I wonder I havent done it before. Why I married a stingy man I dont know.

Why I married at all I dont know, said her husband, in a deep voice.

We were both fools, said Mrs. Hatchard, in a resigned voice; thats what it was. However, it cant be helped now.

Some men would go and leave you, said Mr. Hatchard.

Well, go, said his wife, bridling. I dont want you.

Dont talk nonsense, said the other.

It aint nonsense, said Mrs. Hatchard. If you want to go, go. I dont want to keep you.

I only wish I could, said her husband, wistfully.

Theres the door, said Mrs. Hatchard, pointing. Whats to prevent you?

And have you going to the magistrate? observed Mr. Hatchard.

Not me, was the reply.

Or coming up, full of complaints, to the ware-house?

Not me, said his wife again.

It makes my mouth water to think of it, said Mr. Hatchard. Four years ago I hadnt a care in the world.

Me neither, said Mrs. Hatchard; but then I never thought I should marry you. I remember the first time I saw you I had to stuff my handkerchief in my mouth.

What for? inquired Mr. Hatchard.

Keep from laughing, was the reply.

You took care not to let me see you laugh, said Mr. Hatchard, grimly. You were polite enough in them days. I only wish I could have my time over again; thats all.

You can go, as I said before, said his wife.

Id go this minute, said Mr. Hatchard, but I know what it ud be: in three or four days youd be coming and begging me to take you back again.

You try me, said Mrs. Hatchard, with a hard laugh. I can keep myself. You leave me the furniture  most of it is mine  and I shant worry you again.

Mind! said Mr. Hatchard, raising his hand with great solemnity. If I go, I never come back again.

Ill take care of that, said his wife, equably. You are far more likely to ask to come back than I am.

Mr. Hatchard stood for some time in deep thought, and then, spurred on by a short, contemptuous laugh from his wife, went to the small passage and, putting on his overcoat and hat, stood in the parlor doorway regarding her.

Ive a good mind to take you at your word, he said, at last.

Good-night, said his wife, briskly. If you send me your address, Ill send your things on to you. Theres no need for you to call about them.

Hardly realizing the seriousness of the step, Mr. Hatchard closed the front door behind him with a bang, and then discovered that it was raining. Too proud to return for his umbrella, he turned up his coat-collar and, thrusting his hands in his pockets, walked slowly down the desolate little street. By the time he had walked a dozen yards he began to think that he might as well have waited until the morning; before he had walked fifty he was certain of it.

He passed the night at a coffee-house, and rose so early in the morning that the proprietor took it as a personal affront, and advised him to get his breakfast elsewhere. It was the longest day in Mr. Hatchards experience, and, securing modest lodgings that evening, he overslept himself and was late at the warehouse next morning for the first time in ten years.

His personal effects arrived next day, but no letter came from his wife, and one which he wrote concerning a pair of missing garments received no reply. He wrote again, referring to them in laudatory terms, and got a brief reply to the effect that they had been exchanged in part payment on a pair of valuable pink vases, the pieces of which he could have by paying the carriage.

In six weeks Mr. Hatchard changed his lodgings twice. A lack of those home comforts which he had taken as a matter of course during his married life was a source of much tribulation, and it was clear that his weekly bills were compiled by a clever writer of fiction. It was his first experience of lodgings, and the difficulty of saying unpleasant things to a woman other than his wife was not the least of his troubles. He changed his lodgings for a third time, and, much surprised at his wifes continued silence, sought out a cousin of hers named Joe Pett, and poured his troubles into that gentlemans reluctant ear.

If she was to ask me to take her back, he concluded, Im not sure, mind you, that I wouldnt do so.

It does you credit, said Mr. Pett. Well, ta-ta; I must be off.

And I expect shed be very much obliged to anybody that told her so, said Mr. Hatchard, clutching at the others sleeve.

Mr. Pett, gazing into space, said that he thought it highly probable.

It wants to be done cleverly, though, said Mr. Hatchard, else she might get the idea that I wanted to go back.

I spose you know shes moved? said Mr. Pett, with the air of a man anxious to change the conversation.

Eh? said the other.

Number thirty-seven, John Street, said Mr. Pett. Told my wife shes going to take in lodgers. Calling herself Mrs. Harris, after her maiden name.

He went off before Mr. Hatchard could recover, and the latter at once verified the information in part by walking round to his old house. Bits of straw and paper littered the front garden, the blinds were down, and a bill was pasted on the front parlor window. Aghast at such determination, he walked back to his lodgings in gloomy thought.

On Saturday afternoon he walked round to John Street, and from the corner of his eye, as he passed, stole a glance at No. 37. He recognized the curtains at once, and, seeing that there was nobody in the room, leaned over the palings and peered at a card that stood on the window-sash: 



	
FURNISHED APARTMENTS FOR SINGLE YOUNG MAN BOARD IF DESIRED. 






He walked away whistling, and after going a little way turned and passed it again. He passed in all four times, and then, with an odd grin lurking at the corners of his mouth, strode up to the front door and knocked loudly. He heard somebody moving about inside, and, more with the idea of keeping his courage up than anything else, gave another heavy knock at the door. It was thrown open hastily, and the astonished face of his wife appeared before him.

What do you want? she inquired, sharply.

Mr. Hatchard raised his hat. Good-afternoon, maam, he said, politely.

What do you want? repeated his wife.

I called, said Mr. Hatchard, clearing his throat I called about the bill in the window.
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Mrs. Hatchard clutched at the door-post.

Well? she gasped.

Id like to see the rooms, said the other.

But you aint a single young man, said his wife, recovering.

Im as good as single, said Mr. Hatchard. I should say, better.

You aint young, objected Mrs. Hatchard. Im three years younger than what you are, said Mr. Hatchard, dispassionately.

His wifes lips tightened and her hand closed on the door; Mr. Hatchard put his foot in.

If you dont want lodgers, why do you put a bill up? he inquired.

I dont take the first that comes, said his wife.

Ill pay a week in advance, said Mr. Hatchard, putting his hand in his pocket. Of course, if youre afraid of having me here  afraid o giving way to tenderness, I mean  

Afraid? choked Mrs. Hatchard. Tenderness! I  I  

Just a matter o business, continued her husband; thats my way of looking at it  thats a mans way. I spose women are different. They cant  

Come in, said Mrs. Hatchard, breathing hard Mr. Hatchard obeyed, and clapping a hand over his mouth ascended the stairs behind her. At the top she threw open the door of a tiny bedroom, and stood aside for him to enter. Mr. Hatchard sniffed critically.

Smells rather stuffy, he said, at last.

You neednt have it, said his wife, abruptly. Theres plenty of other fish in the sea.

Yes; and I expect theyd stay there if they saw this room, said the other.

Dont think I want you to have it; because I dont, said Mrs. Hatchard, making a preliminary movement to showing him downstairs.

They might suit me, said Mr. Hatchard, musingly, as he peeped in at the sitting-room door. I shouldnt be at home much. Im a man thats fond of spending his evenings out.

Mrs. Hatchard, checking a retort, eyed him grimly.

Ive seen worse, he said, slowly; but then Ive seen a good many. How much are you asking?

Seven shillings a week, replied his wife. With breakfast, tea, and supper, a pound a week.

Mr. Hatchard nearly whistled, but checked himself just in time.

Ill give it a trial, he said, with an air of unbearable patronage.

Mrs. Hatchard hesitated.

If you come here, you quite understand its on a business footing, she said.

O course, said the other, with affected surprise. What do you think I want it on?

You come here as a stranger, and I look after you as a stranger, continued his wife.

Certainly, said the other. I shall be made more comfortable that way, Im sure. But, of course, if youre afraid, as I said before, of giving way to tender  

Tender fiddlesticks! interrupted his wife, flushing and eying him angrily.

Ill come in and bring my things at nine oclock to-night, said Mr. Hatchard. Id like the windows open and the rooms aired a bit. And what about the sheets?

What about them? inquired his wife.

Dont put me in damp sheets, thats all, said Mr. Hatchard. One place I was at  

He broke off suddenly.

Well! said his wife, quickly.

Was very particular about them, said Mr. Hatchard, recovering. Well, good-afternoon to you, maam.

I want three weeks in advance, said his wife. Three exclaimed the other. Three weeks in advance? Why  

Those are my terms, said Mrs. Hatchard. Take em or leave em. Praps it would be better if you left em.

Mr. Hatchard looked thoughtful, and then with obvious reluctance took his purse from one pocket and some silver from another, and made up the required sum.

And what if Im not comfortable here? he inquired, as his wife hastily pocketed the money. Itll be your own fault, was the reply.

Mr. Hatchard looked dubious, and, in a thoughtful fashion, walked downstairs and let himself out. He began to think that the joke was of a more complicated nature than he had expected, and it was not without forebodings that he came back at nine oclock that night accompanied by a boy with his baggage.

His gloom disappeared the moment the door opened. The air inside was warm and comfortable, and pervaded by an appetizing smell of cooked meats. Upstairs a small bright fire and a neatly laid supper-table awaited his arrival.

He sank into an easy-chair and rubbed his hands. Then his gaze fell on a small bell on the table, and opening the door he rang for supper.

Yes, sir, said Mrs. Hatchard, entering the room. Supper, please, said the new lodger, with dignity.

Mrs. Hatchard looked bewildered. Well, there it is, she said, indicating the table. You dont want me to feed you, do you?

The lodger eyed the small, dry piece of cheese, the bread and butter, and his face fell. I  I thought I smelled something cooking, he said at last.
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Oh, that was my supper, said Mrs. Hatchard, with a smile.

I  Im very hungry, said Mr. Hatchard, trying to keep his temper.

Its the cold weather, I expect, said Mrs. Hatchard, thoughtfully; it does affect some people that way, I know. Please ring if you want anything.

She left the room, humming blithely, and Mr. Hatchard, after sitting for some time in silent consternation, got up and ate his frugal meal. The fact that the water-jug held three pints and was filled to the brim gave him no satisfaction.

He was still hungry when he arose next morning, and, with curiosity tempered by uneasiness, waited for his breakfast. Mrs. Hatchard came in at last, and after polite inquiries as to how he had slept proceeded to lay breakfast. A fresh loaf and a large teapot appeared, and the smell of frizzling bacon ascended from below. Then Mrs. Hatchard came in again, and, smiling benevolently, placed an egg before him and withdrew. Two minutes later he rang the bell.

You can clear away, he said, as Mrs. Hatchard entered the room.

What, no breakfast? she said, holding up her hands. Well, Ive heard of you single young men, but I never thought  

The teas cold and as black as ink, growled the indignant lodger, and the egg isnt eatable.

Im afraid youre a bit of a fault-finder, said Mrs. Hatchard, shaking her head at him. Im sure I try my best to please. I dont mind what I do, but if youre not satisfied youd better go.

Look here, Emily began her husband.

Dont you Emily me! said Mrs. Hatchard, quickly. The idea! A lodger, too! You know the arrangement. Youd better go, I think, if you cant behave yourself.

I wont go till my three weeks are up, said Mr. Hatchard, doggedly, so you may as well behave yourself.

I cant pamper you for a pound a week, said Mrs. Hatchard, walking to the door. If you want pampering, you had better go.

A week passed, and the additional expense caused by getting most of his meals out began to affect Mr. Hatchards health. His wife, on the contrary, was in excellent spirits, and, coming in one day, explained the absence of the easy-chair by stating that it was wanted for a new lodger.

Hes taken my other two rooms, she said, smiling the little back parlor and the front bedroom  Im full up now.

Wouldnt he like my table, too? inquired Mr. Hatchard, with bitter sarcasm.

His wife said that she would inquire, and brought back word next day that Mr. Sadler, the new lodger, would like it. It disappeared during Mr. Hatchards enforced absence at business, and a small bamboo table, weak in the joints, did duty in its stead.

The new lodger, a man of middle age with a ready tongue, was a success from the first, and it was only too evident that Mrs. Hatchard was trying her best to please him. Mr. Hatchard, supping on bread and cheese, more than once left that wholesome meal to lean over the balusters and smell the hot meats going into Mr. Sadler.

Youre spoiling him, he said to Mrs. Hatchard, after the new lodger had been there a week. Mark my words  hell get above himself.

Thats my look-out, said his wife briefly. Dont come to me if you get into trouble, thats all, said the other.

Mrs. Hatchard laughed derisively. You dont like him, thats what it is, she remarked. He asked me yesterday whether he had offended you in any way.

Oh! He did, did he? snarled Mr. Hatchard. Let him keep himself to himself, and mind his own business.

He said he thinks you have got a bad temper, continued his wife. He thinks, perhaps, its indigestion, caused by eating cheese for supper always.

Mr. Hatchard affected not to hear, and, lighting his pipe, listened fer some time to the hum of conversation between his wife and Mr. Sadler below. With an expression of resignation on his face that was almost saintly he knocked out his pipe at last and went to bed.

Half an hour passed, and he was still awake. His wifes voice had ceased, but the gruff tones of Mr. Sadler were still audible. Then he sat up in bed and listened, as a faint cry of alarm and the sound of somebody rushing upstairs fell on his ears. The next moment the door of his room burst open, and a wild figure, stumbling in the darkness, rushed over to the bed and clasped him in its arms.

Help! gasped his wiles voice. Oh, Alfred! Alfred!

Maam! said Mr. Hatchard in a prim voice, as he struggled in vain to free himself.

Im so  so  fr-frightened! sobbed Mrs. Hatchard.

Thats no reason for coming into a lodgers room and throwing your arms round his neck, said her husband, severely.

Dont be stu-stu-stupid, gasped Mrs. Hatchard. He  hes sitting downstairs in my room with a paper cap on his head and a fire-shovel in his hand, and he  he says hes the  the Emperor of China.

He? Who? inquired her husband.

Mr. Sad-Sadler, replied Mrs. Hatchard, almost strangling him. He made me kneel in front o him and keep touching the floor with my head.

The chair-bedstead shook in sympathy with Mr. Hatchards husbandly emotion.

Well, its nothing to do with me, he said at last.

Hes mad, said his wife, in a tense whisper; stark staring mad. He says Im his favorite wife, and he made me stroke his forehead.

The bed shook again.

I dont see that I have any right to interfere, said Mr. Hatchard, after he had quieted the bedstead. Hes your lodger.

Youre my husband, said Mrs. Hatchard. Ho! said Mr. Hatchard. Youve remembered that, have you?

Yes, Alfred, said his wife.

And are you sorry for all your bad behavior? demanded Mr. Hatchard.

Mrs. Hatchard hesitated. Then a clatter of fire-irons downstairs moved her to speech.

Ye-yes, she sobbed.

And you want me to take you back? queried the generous Mr. Hatchard.

Ye-ye-yes, said his wife.

Mr. Hatchard got out of bed and striking a match lit the candle, and, taking his overcoat from a peg behind the door, put it on and marched downstairs. Mrs. Hatchard, still trembling, followed behind.

Whats all this? he demanded, throwing the door open with a flourish.

Mr. Sadler, still holding the fire-shovel sceptre-fashion and still with the paper cap on his head, opened his mouth to reply. Then, as he saw the unkempt figure of Mr. Hatchard with the scared face of Mrs. Hatchard peeping over his shoulder, his face grew red, his eyes watered, and his cheeks swelled.

K-K-K-Kch! K-Kch! he said, explosively. Talk English, not Chinese, said Mr. Hatchard, sternly.
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Mr. Sadler threw down the fire-shovel, and to Mr. Hatchards great annoyance, clapped his open hand over his mouth and rocked with merriment.

Sh  sh  she  she he spluttered.

Thatll do, said Mr. Hatchard, hastily, with a warning frown.

Kow-towed to me, gurgled Mr. Sadler. You ought to have seen it, Alf. I shall never get over it  never. Its  no  no good win-winking at me; I cant help myself.

He put his handkerchief to his eyes and leaned back exhausted. When he removed it, he found himself alone and everything still but for a murmur of voices overhead. Anon steps sounded on the stairs, and Mr. Hatchard, grave of face, entered the room.

Outside! he said, briefly.

What! said the astounded Mr. Sadler. Why, its eleven oclock.

I cant help it if its twelve oclock, was the reply. You shouldnt play the fool and spoil things by laughing. Now, are you going, or have I got to put you out?

He crossed the room and, putting his hand on the shoulder of the protesting Mr. Sadler, pushed him into the passage, and taking his coat from the peg held it up for him. Mr. Sadler, abandoning himself to his fate, got into it slowly and indulged in a few remarks on the subject of ingratitude.

I cant help it, said his friend, in a low voice. Ive had to swear Ive never seen you before.

Does she believe you? said the staring Mr. Sadler, shivering at the open door.

No, said Mr. Hatchard, slowly, but she pre-tends to.


SELF-HELP

The night-watchman sat brooding darkly over life and its troubles. A shooting corn on the little toe of his left foot, and a touch of liver, due, he was convinced, to the unlawful cellar work of the landlord of the Queens Head, had induced in him a vein of profound depression. A discarded boot stood by his side, and his gray-stockinged foot protruded over the edge of the jetty until a passing waterman gave it a playful rap with his oar. A subsequent inquiry as to the price of pigs trotters fell on ears rendered deaf by suffering.

I might ave expected it, said the watchman, at last. I done that man  if you can call him a man  a kindness once, and this is my reward for it. Do a man a kindness, and years arterwards e comes along and hits you over your tenderest corn with a oar.
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He took up his boot, and, inserting his foot with loving care, stooped down and fastened the laces.

Do a man a kindness, he continued, assuming a safer posture, and e tries to borrow money off of you; do a woman a kindness and she thinks you want tr marry er; do an animal a kindness and it tries to bite you  same as a horse bit a sailorman I knew once, when e sat on its head to elp it get up. He sat too far forard, pore chap.

Kindness never gets any thanks. I remember a man whose pal broke is leg while they was working together unloading a barge; and he went off to break the news to is pals wife. A kind-earted man e was as ever you see, and, knowing ow she would take on when she eard the news, he told her fust of all that er husband was killed. She took on like a mad thing, and at last, when she couldnt do anything more and ad quieted down a bit, he told er that it was ony a case of a broken leg, thinking that er joy would be so great that she wouldnt think anything of that. He ad to tell her three times afore she understood im, and then, instead of being thankful to im for is thoughtfulness, she chased him arf over Wapping with a chopper, screaming with temper.

I remember Ginger Dick and Peter Russet trying to do old Sam Small a kindness one time when they was aving a rest ashore arter a vyge. They ad took a room together as usual, and for the fust two or three days they was like brothers. That couldnt last, o course, and Sam was so annoyed one evening at Gingers suspiciousness by biting a arf-dollar Sam owed im and finding it was a bad un, that e went off to spend the evening all alone by himself.

He felt a bit dull at fust, but arter he had ad two or three arf-pints e began to take a brighter view of things. He found a very nice, cosey little public-ouse he hadnt been in before, and, arter getting two and threepence and a pint for the arf-dollar with Gingers tooth-marks on, he began to think that the world wasnt arf as bad a place as people tried to make out.

There was ony one other man in the little bar Sam was in  a tall, dark chap, with black side-whiskers and spectacles, wot kept peeping round the partition and looking very ard at everybody that came in.

Im just keeping my eye on em, capn, he ses to Sam, in a low voice.

Ho! ses Sam.

They dont know me in this disguise, ses the dark man, but I see as ow you spotted me at once. Anybody ud have a ard time of it to deceive you; and then they wouldnt gain nothing by it.

Nobody ever as yet, ses Sam, smiling at im.

And nobody ever will, ses the dark man, shaking his cad; if they was all as fly as you, I might as well put the shutters up. How did you twig I was a detective officer, capn?

Sam, wot was taking a drink, got some beer up is nose with surprise.

Thats my secret, he ses, arter the tec ad patted im on the back and brought im round.

Youre a marvel, thats wot you are, ses the tec, shaking his ead. Have one with me.

Sam said he didnt mind if e did, and arter drinking each others healths very perlite e ordered a couple o twopenny smokes, and by way of showing off paid for em with arf a quid.

Thats right, aint it? ses the barmaid, as he stood staring very ard at the change. I aint sure about that arf-crown, now I come to look at it; but its the one you gave me.

Pore Sam, with a tec standing alongside of im, said it was quite right, and put it into is pocket in a hurry and began to talk to the tec as fast as he could about a murder he ad been reading about in the paper that morning. They went and sat down by a comfortable little fire that was burning in the bar, and the tec told im about a lot o murder cases he ad been on himself.

Im down ere now on special work, he ses, looking arter sailormen.

Wot ha they been doing? ses Sam.

When I say looking arter, I mean protecting em, ses the tec. Over and over agin some pore feller, arter working ard for months at sea, comes ome with a few pounds in is pocket and gets robbed of the lot. Theres a couple o chaps down ere Im told off to look arter special, but its no good unless I can catch em red-anded.

Red-anded? ses Sam.

With their hands in the chaps pockets, I mean, ses the tec.

Sam gave a shiver. Somebody had their ands in my pockets once, he ses. Four pun ten and some coppers they got.

Wot was they like? ses the tee, starting.

Sam shook his ead. They seemed to me to be all hands, thats all I know about em, he ses. Arter they ad finished they leaned me up agin the dock wall an went off.

It sounds like em, ses the tec, thoughtfully. It was Long Pete and Fair Alf, for a quid; thats the two Im arter.

He put his finger in is weskit-pocket. Thats who I am, he ses, anding Sam a card; Detective-Sergeant Cubbins. If you ever get into any trouble at any time, you come to me.

Sam said e would, and arter they had ad another drink together the tec shifted is seat alongside of im and talked in his ear.

If I can nab them two chaps I shall get promotion, he ses; and its a fi-pun note to anybody that helps me. I wish I could persuade you to.

Ows it to be done? ses Sam, looking at im.

I want a respectable-looking seafaring man, ses the tec, speaking very slow; thats you. He goes up Tower Hill to-morrow night at nine oclock, walking very slow and very unsteady on is pins, and giving my two beauties the idea that e is three sheets in the wind. They come up and rob im, and I catch them red-anded. I get promotion, and you get a fiver.

But ow do you know theyll be there? ses Sam, staring at im.

Mr. Cubbins winked at im and tapped is nose.
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We ave to know a good deal in our line o business, he ses.

Still, ses Sam, I dont see  

Narks, says the tec; coppers narks. Youve eard of them, capn? Now, look ere. Have you got any money?

I got a matter o twelve quid or so, ses Sam, in a of hand way.

The very thing, says the tec. Well, to-morrow night you put that in your pocket, and be walking up Tower Hill just as the clock strikes nine. I promise you youll be robbed afore two minutes past, and by two and a arf past I shall ave my hands on both of em. Have all the money in one pocket, so as they can get it neat and quick, in case they get interrupted. Better still, ave it in a purse; that makes it easier to bring it ome to em.

Wouldnt it be enough if they stole the purse? ses Sam. I should feel safer that way, too.

Mr. Cubbins shook his ead, very slow and solemn. That wouldnt do at all, he ses. The more money they steal, the longer theyll get; you know that, capn, without me telling you. If you could put fifty quid in it would be so much the better. And, what-ever you do, dont make a noise. I dont want a lot o clumsy policemen interfering in my business.

Still, spose you didnt catch em, ses Sam, where should I be?

You neednt be afraid o that, ses the tec, with a laugh. Here, Ill tell you wot Ill do, and thatll show you the trust I put in you.

He drew a big dimond ring off of is finger and handed it to Sam.

Put that on your finger, he ses, and keep it there till I give you your money back and the fi-pun note reward. Its worth seventy quid if its worth a farthing, and was given to me by a lady of title for getting back er jewellery for er. Put it on, and wotever you do, dont lose it!

He sat and watched while Sam forced it on is finger.

You dont need to flash it about too much, he ses, looking at im rather anxious. Theres men I know as ud cut your finger off to get that.

Sam shoved his and in his pocket, but he kept taking it out every now and then and olding his finger up to the light to look at the dimond. Mr. Cubbins got up to go at last, saying that he ad got a call to make at the police-station, and they went out together.

Nine oclock sharp, he ses, as they shook hands, on Tower Hill.

Ill be there, ses Sam.

And, wotever you do, no noise, no calling out, ses the tec, and dont mention a word of this to a living soul.

Sam shook ands with im agin, and then, hiding his and in his pocket, went off ome, and, finding Ginger and Peter Russet wasnt back, went off to bed.

He eard em coming upstairs in the dark in about an hours time, and, putting the and with the ring on it on the counterpane, shut is eyes and pretended to be fast asleep. Ginger lit the candle, and they was both beginning to undress when Peter made a noise and pointed to Sams and.

Wots up? ses Ginger, taking the candle and going over to Sams bed. Whove you been robbing, you fat pirate?

Sam kept is eyes shut and eard em whispering; then he felt em take is hand up and look at it. Where did you get it, Sam? ses Peter.

Hes asleep, ses Ginger, sound asleep. I blieve if I was to put is finger in the candle he wouldnt wake up.

You try it, ses Sam, sitting up in bed very sharp and snatching his and away. Wot dye mean coming ome at all hours and waking me up? Where did you get that ring? ses Ginger. Friend o mine, ses Sam, very short.

Who was it? ses Peter.

Its a secret, ses Sam.

You wouldnt ave a secret from your old pal Ginger, Sam, would you? ses Ginger.

Old wot? ses Sam. Wot did you call me this arternoon?

I called you a lot o things Im sorry for, ses Ginger, who was bursting with curiosity, and I beg your pardin, Sam.

Shake ands on it, ses Peter, who was nearly as curious as Ginger.

They shook hands, but Sam said he couldnt tell em about the ring; and several times Ginger was on the point of calling im the names he ad called im in the arternoon, ony Peter trod on is foot and stopped him. They wouldnt let im go to sleep for talking, and at last, when e was pretty near tired out, he told em all about it.

Going  to ave your  pocket picked? ses Ginger, staring at im, when e had finished.

I shall be watched over, ses Sam.

Hes gorn stark, staring mad, ses Ginger. Wot a good job it is hes got me and you to look arter im, Peter.

Wot dye mean? ses Sam.

Mean? ses Ginger. Why, its a put-up job to rob you, o course. I should ha thought even your fat ead could ha seen that:

When I want your advice Ill ask you for it, ses Sam, losing is temper. Wot about the dimond ring  eh?

You stick to it, ses Ginger, and keep out o Mr. Cubbinss way. Thats my advice to you. Sides, praps it aint a real one.

Sam told im agin he didnt want none of is advice, and, as Ginger wouldnt leave off talking, he pretended to go to sleep. Ginger woke im up three times to tell im wot a fool e was, but e got so fierce that he gave it up at last and told im to go is own way.

Sam wouldnt speak to either of em next morning, and arter breakfast he went off on is own. He came back while Peter and Ginger was out, and they wasted best part o the day trying to find im.

Well be on Tower Hill just afore nine and keep im out o mischief, any way, ses Peter.

Ginger nodded. And be called names for our pains, he ses. Ive a good mind to let im be robbed.

It ud serve im right, ses Peter, ony then hed want to borrer off of us. Look here! Why not  why not rob im ourselves?

Wot? ses Ginger, starting.

Walk up behind im and rob im, ses Peter. Hell think its them two chaps he spoke about, and when e comes ome complaining to us well tell im it serves im right. Arter weve ad a game with im for a day or two well give im is money back.

But hed reckernize us, ses Ginger.

We must disguise ourselves, ses Peter, in a whisper. Theres a barbers shop in Cable Street, where Ive seen beards in the winder. You hook em on over your ears. Get one o them each, pull our caps over our eyes and turn our collars up, and there you are.

Ginger made a lot of objections, not because he didnt think it was a good idea, but because he didnt like Peter thinking of it instead of im; but he gave way at last, and, arter he ad got the beard, he stood for a long time in front o the glass thinking wot a difference it would ha made to his looks if he had ad black air instead o red.

Waiting for the evening made the day seem very long to em; but it came at last, and, with the beards in their pockets, they slipped out and went for a walk round. They ad arf a pint each at a public-ouse at the top of the Minories, just to steady themselves, and then they came out and hooked on their beards; and wot with them, and pulling their caps down and turning their coat-collars up, there wasnt much of their faces to be seen by anybody.

It was just five minutes to nine when they got to Tower Hill, and they walked down the middle of the road, keeping a bright lookout for old Sam. A little way down they saw a couple o chaps leaning up agin a closed gate in the dock wall lighting their pipes, and Peter and Ginger both nudged each other with their elbows at the same time. They ad just got to the bottom of the Hill when Sam turned the corner.

Peter wouldnt believe at fust that the old man wasnt really the worse for liquor, e was so lifelike. Many a drunken man would ha been proud to ha done it arf so well, and it made im pleased to think that Sam was a pal of is. Him and Ginger turned and crept up behind the old man on tiptoe, and then all of a sudden he tilted Sams cap over is eyes and flung his arms round im, while Ginger felt in is coat-pockets and took out a leather purse chock full o money.

It was all done and over in a moment, and then, to Gingers great surprise, Sam suddenly lifted is foot and gave im a fearful kick on the shin of is leg, and at the same time let drive with all his might in is face. Ginger went down as if he ad been shot, and as Peter went to elp him up he got a bang over the cad that put im alongside o Ginger, arter which Sam turned and trotted off down the Hill like a dancing-bear.
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For arf a minute Ginger didnt know where e was, and afore he found out the two men theyd seen in the gateway came up, and one of em put his knee in Gingers back and eld him, while the other caught hold of his and and dragged the purse out of it. Arter which they both made off up the Hill as ard as they could go, while Peter Russet in a faint voice called Police! arter them.

He got up presently and helped Ginger up, and they both stood there pitying themselves, and elping each other to think of names to call Sam.

Well, the moneys gorn, and its is own silly fault, ses Ginger. But wotever appens, he mustnt know that we had a and in it, mind that.

He can starve for all I care, ses Peter, feeling his ead. I wont lend im a hapenny  not a single, blessed hapenny.

Whod ha thought e could ha hit like that? says Ginger. Thats wot gets over me. I never ad such a bang in my life  never. Im going to ave a little drop o brandy  my ead is fair swimming.

Peter ad one, too; but though they went into the private bar, it wasnt private enough for them; and when the landlady asked Ginger whod been kissing im, he put is glass down with a bang and walked straight off ome.

Sam adnt turned up by the time they got there, and pore Ginger took advantage of it to put a little warm candle-grease on is bad leg. Then he bathed is face very careful and elped Peter bathe his ead. They ad just finished when they heard Sam coming upstairs, and Ginger sat down on is bed and began to whistle, while Peter took up a bit o newspaper and stood by the candle reading it.

Lor lumme, Ginger! ses Sam, staring at im. What ha you been a-doing to your face?

Me? ses Ginger, careless-like. Oh, we ad a bit of a scrap down Limehouse way with some Scotchies. Peter got a crack over the ead at the same time.

Ah, Ive ad a bit of a scrap, too, ses Sam, smiling all over, but I didnt get marked.

Oh! ses Peter, without looking up from is paper. Was it a little boy, then? ses Ginger.

No, it wasnt a little boy neither, Ginger, ses Sam; it was a couple o men twice the size of you and Peter here, and I licked em both. It was the two men I spoke to you about last night.

Oh! ses Peter agin, yawning.

I did a bit o thinking this morning, ses Sam, nodding at em, and I dont mind owning up that it was owing to wot you said. You was right, Ginger, arter all.

Fust thing I did arter breakfast, ses Sam, I took that dimond ring to a pawnshop and found out it wasnt a dimond ring. Then I did a bit more thinking, and I went round to a shop I know and bought a couple o knuckle-dusters.

Couple o wot? ses Ginger, in a choking voice.

Knuckle-dusters, ses Sam, and I turned up to-night at Tower Hill with one on each and just as the clock was striking nine. I see em the moment I turned the corner  two enormous big chaps, a yard acrost the shoulders, coming down the middle of the road  Youve got a cold, Ginger!

No, I aint, ses Ginger.

I pretended to be drunk, same as the tec told me, ses Sam, and then I felt em turn round and creep up behind me. One of em come up behind and put is knee in my back and caught me by the throat, and the other gave me a punch in the chest, and while I was gasping for breath took my purse away. Then I started on em.

Lor! ses Ginger, very nasty.

I fought like a lion, ses Sam. Twice they ad me down, and twice I got up agin and hammered em. They both of em ad knives, but my blood was up, and I didnt take no more notice of em than if they was made of paper. I knocked em both out o their hands, and if I hit em in the face once I did a dozen times. I surprised myself.

You surprise me, ses Ginger.

All of a sudden, ses Sam, they see they ad got to do with a man wot didnt know wot fear was, and they turned round and ran off as hard as they could run. You ought to ha been there, Ginger. Youd ave enjoyed it.

Ginger Dick didnt answer im. Having to sit still and listen to all them lies without being able to say anything nearly choked im. He sat there gasping for breath.

O course, you got your purse back in the fight, Sam? ses Peter.

No, mate, ses Sam. I aint going to tell you no lies  I did not.

And ow are you going to live, then, till you get a ship, Sam? ses Ginger, in a nasty voice. You wont get nothing out o me, so you neednt think it.

Wot on earths the matter, Ginger?

Nor me, ses Peter. Not a brass farthing.

Theres no call to be nasty about it, mates, ses Sam. I ad the best fight I ever ad in my life, and I must put up with the loss. A man cant ave it all his own way.

Ow much was it? ses Peter.

Ten brace-buttons, three French hapennies, and a bit o tin, ses Sam. Wot on earths the matter, Ginger?
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Ginger didnt answer him.


SENTENCE DEFERRED
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Fortunately for Captain Bligh, there were but few people about, and the only person who saw him trip Police-Sergeant Pilbeam was an elderly man with a wooden leg, who joined the indignant officer in the pursuit. The captain had youth on his side, and, diving into the narrow alley-ways that constitute the older portion of Wood-hatch, he moderated his pace and listened acutely. The sounds of pursuit died away in the distance, and he had already dropped into a walk when the hurried tap of the wooden leg sounded from one corner and a chorus of hurried voices from the other. It was clear that the number of hunters had increased.

He paused a second, irresolute. The next, he pushed open a door that stood ajar in an old flint wall and peeped in. He saw a small, brick-paved yard, in which trim myrtles and flowering plants stood about in freshly ochred pots, and, opening the door a little wider, he slipped in and closed it behind him.

Well? said a voice, sharply. What do you want?

Captain Bligh turned, and saw a girl standing in a hostile attitude in the doorway of the house. Hsh! he said, holding up his finger.

The girls cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkled.

What are you doing in our yard? she demanded.

The captains face relaxed as the sound of voices died away. He gave his moustache a twist, and eyed her with frank admiration.

Escaping, he said, briefly. They nearly had me, though.

You had no business to escape into our yard, said the girl. What have you been escaping from?

Fat policeman, said the skipper, jauntily, twisting his moustache.

Miss Pilbeam, only daughter of Sergeant Pilbeam, caught her breath sharply.

What have you been doing? she inquired, as soon as she could control her voice.

Nothing, said the skipper, airily, nothing. I was kicking a stone along the path and he told me to stop it.

Well? said Miss Pilbeam, impatiently.

We had words, said the skipper. I dont like policemen  fat policemen  and while we were talking he happened to lose his balance and go over into some mud that was swept up at the side of the road.

Lost his balance? gasped the horrified Miss Pilbeam.

The skipper was flattered at her concern. You would have laughed if you had seen him, he said, smiling. Dont look so frightened; he hasnt got me yet.

No, said the girl, slowly. Not yet.

She gazed at him with such a world of longing in her eyes that the skipper, despite a somewhat large share of self-esteem, was almost startled.

And he shant have me, he said, returning her gaze with interest.

Miss Pilbeam stood in silent thought. She was a strong, well-grown girl, but she realized fully that she was no match for the villain who stood before her, twisting his moustache and adjusting his neck-tie. And her father would not be off duty until nine.

I suppose you would like to wait here until it is dark? she said at last.

I would sooner wait here than anywhere, said the skipper, with respectful ardor.

Perhaps you would like to come in and sit down? said the girl.

Captain Bligh thanked her, and removing his cap followed her into a small parlor in the front of the house.

Father is out, she said, as she motioned him to an easy-chair, but Im sure hell be pleased to see you when he comes in.

And I shall be pleased to see him, said the innocent skipper.

Miss Pilbeam kept her doubts to herself and sat in a brown study, wondering how the capture was to be effected. She had a strong presentiment that the appearance of her father at the front door would be the signal for her visitors departure at the back. For a time there was an awkward silence.

Lucky thing for me I upset that policeman, said the skipper, at last.

Why? inquired the girl.

Else I shouldnt have come into your yard, was the reply. Its the first time we have ever put into Woodhatch, and I might have sailed away and never seen you. Where should we have been but for that fat policeman?

Miss Pilbeam  as soon as she could get her breath  said, Ah, where indeed! and for the first time in her life began to feel the need of a chaperon.

Funny to think of him hunting for me high and low while I am sitting here, said the skipper.

Miss Pilbeam agreed with him, and began to laugh  to laugh so heartily that he was fain at last to draw his chair close to hers and pat her somewhat anxiously on the back. The treatment sobered her at once, and she drew apart and eyed him coldly.

I was afraid you would lose your breath, explained the skipper, awkwardly. You are not angry, are you?

He was so genuinely relieved when she said, No, that Miss Pilbeam, despite her fathers wrongs, began to soften a little. The upsetter of policemen was certainly good-looking; and his manner towards her so nicely balanced between boldness and timidity that a slight feeling of sadness at his lack of moral character began to assail her.

Suppose you are caught after all? she said, presently. You will go to prison.

The skipper shrugged his shoulders. I dont suppose I shall be, he replied.

Arent you sorry? persisted Miss Pilbeam, in a vibrant voice.

Certainly not, said the skipper. Why, I shouldnt have seen you if I hadnt done it.

Miss Pilbeam looked at the clock and pondered. It wanted but five minutes to nine. Five minutes in which to make up a mind that was in a state of strong unrest.

I suppose it is time for me to go, said the skipper, watching her. Miss Pilbeam rose. No, dont go, she said, hastily. Do be quiet. I want to think.

Captain Bligh waited in respectful silence, heedless of the fateful seconds ticking from the mantelpiece. At the sound of a slow, measured footfall on the cobblestone path outside Miss Pilbeam caught his arm and drew him towards the door.

Go! she breathed. No, stop!

She stood trying in vain to make up her mind. Upstairs, she said. Quick! and, leading the way, entered her fathers bedroom, and, after a moments thought, opened the door of a cupboard in the corner.

Get in there, she whispered.

But objected the astonished Bligh.

The front door was heard to open.

Police! said Miss Pilbeam, in a thrilling whisper. The skipper stepped into the cupboard without further parley, and the girl, turning the key, slipped it into her pocket and sped downstairs.

Sergeant Pilbeam was in the easy-chair, with his belt unfastened, when she entered the parlor, and, with a hungry reference to supper, sat watching her as she lit the lamp and drew down the blind. With a lifelong knowledge of the requirements of the Force, she drew a jug of beer and placed it by his side while she set the table.

Ah! I wanted that, said the sergeant. Ive been running.

Miss Pilbeam raised her eyebrows.

After some sailor-looking chap that capsized me when I wasnt prepared for it, said her father, putting down his glass. It was a neat bit o work, and I shall tell him so when I catch him. Look here!

He stood up and exhibited the damage.

Ive rubbed off what I could, he said, resuming his seat, and I spose the restll brush off when its dry. To-morrow morning I shall go down to the harbor and try and spot my lord.

He drew his chair to the table and helped himself, and, filling his mouth with cold meat and pickles, enlarged on his plans for the capture of his assailant; plans to which the undecided Miss Pilbeam turned a somewhat abstracted ear.

By the time her father had finished his supper she was trying, but in vain, to devise means for the prisoners escape. The sergeant had opened the door of the room for the sake of fresh air, and it was impossible for anybody to come downstairs without being seen. The story of a sickly geranium in the back-yard left him unmoved.

I wouldnt get up for all the geraniums in the world, he declared. Im just going to have one more pipe and then Im off to bed. Running dont agree with me.

He went, despite his daughters utmost efforts to prevent him, and she sat in silent consternation, listening to his heavy tread overhead. She heard the bed creak in noisy protest as he climbed in, and ten minutes later the lusty snoring of a healthy man of full habit resounded through the house.

She went to bed herself at last, and, after lying awake for nearly a couple of hours, closed her eyes in order to think better. She awoke with the sun pouring in at the window and the sounds of vigorous brushing in the yard beneath.

Ive nearly got it off, said the sergeant, looking up. Its destroying evidence in a sense, I suppose; but I cant go about with my uniform plastered with mud. Ive had enough chaff about it as it is.

Miss Pilbeam stole to the door of the next room and peeped stealthily in. Not a sound came from the cupboard, and a horrible idea that the prisoner might have been suffocated set her trembling with apprehension.

Hsh! she whispered.

An eager but stifled Hst! came from the cup-board, and Miss Pilbeam, her fears allayed, stepped softly into the room.

Hes downstairs brushing the mud off, she said, in a low voice.

Who is? said the skipper.

The fat policeman, said the girl, in a hard voice, as she remembered her fathers wrongs.

Whats he doing it here for? demanded the astonished skipper.

Because he lives here.

Lodger? queried the skipper, more astonished than before.

Father, said Miss Pilbeam.

A horrified groan from the cupboard fell like music on her ears. Then the smile forsook her lips, and she stood quivering with indignation as the groan gave way to suppressed but unmistakable laughter.

Hsh! she said sharply, and with head erect sailed out of the room and went downstairs to give Mr. Pilbeam his breakfast.

To the skipper in the confined space and darkness of the cupboard the breakfast seemed unending. The sergeant evidently believed in sitting over his meals, and his deep, rumbling voice, punctuated by good-natured laughter, was plainly audible. To pass the time the skipper fell to counting, and, tired of that, recited some verses that he had acquired at school. After that, and with far more heartiness, he declaimed a few things that he had learned since; and still the clatter and rumble sounded from below.

It was a relief to him when he heard the sergeant push his chair back and move heavily about the room. A minute later he heard him ascending the stairs, and then he held his breath with horror as the foot-steps entered the room and a heavy hand was laid on the cupboard door.

Elsie! bawled the sergeant. Wheres the key of my cupboard? I want my other boots.

Theyre down here, cried the voice of Miss Pilbeam, and the skipper, hardly able to believe in his good fortune, heard the sergeant go downstairs again.

At the expiration of another week  by his own reckoning  he heard the light, hurried footsteps of Miss Pilbeam come up the stairs and pause at the door.

Hst! he said, recklessly.

Im coming, said the girl. Dont be impatient.

A key turned in the lock, the door was flung open, and the skipper, dazed and blinking with the sudden light, stumbled into the room.

Fathers gone, said Miss Pilbeam.

The skipper made no answer. He was administering first aid to a right leg which had temporarily forgotten how to perform its duties, varied with slaps and pinches at a left which had gone to sleep. At intervals he turned a red-rimmed and reproachful eye on Miss Pilbeam.
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You want a wash and some breakfast, she said, softly, especially a wash. Theres water and a towel, and while youre making yourself tidy Ill be getting breakfast.

The skipper hobbled to the wash-stand, and, dipping his head in a basin of cool water, began to feel himself again. By the time he had done his hair in the sergeants glass and twisted his moustache into shape he felt better still, and he went downstairs almost blithely.

Im very sorry it was your father, he said, as he took a seat at the table. Very.

Thats why you laughed, I suppose? said the girl, tossing her head.

Well, Ive had the worst of it, said the other. Id sooner be upset a hundred times than spend a night in that cupboard. However, alls well that ends well.

Ah! said Miss Pilbeam, dolefully, but is it the end?

Captain Bligh put down his knife and fork and eyed her uneasily.

What do you mean? he said.

Never mind; dont spoil your breakfast, said the girl. Ill tell you afterwards. Its horrid to think, after all my trouble, of your doing two months as well as a night in the cupboard.

Beastly, said the unfortunate, eying her in great concern. But whats the matter?

One cant think of everything, said Miss Pilbeam, but, of course, we ought to have thought of the mate getting uneasy when you didnt turn up last night, and going to the police-station with a description of you.

The skipper started and smote the table with his fist.

Fathers gone down to watch the ship now, said Miss Pilbeam. Of course, its the exact description of the man that assaulted him. Providential he called it.

Thats the worst of having a fool for a mate, said the skipper, bitterly. What business was it of his, I should like to know? Whats it got to do with him whether I turn up or not? What does he want to interfere for?

Its no good blaming him, said Miss Pilbeam, thinking deeply, with her chin on her finger. The thing is, what is to be done? Once father gets his hand on you  

She shuddered; so did the skipper.

I might get off with a fine; I didnt hurt him, he remarked.

Miss Pilbeam shook her head. Theyre very strict in Woodhatch, she said.

I was a fool to touch him at all, said the repentant skipper. High spirits, thats what it was. High spirits, and being spoken to as if I was a child.

The thing is, how are you to escape? said the girl. Its no good going out of doors with the police and half the people in Woodhatch all on the look-out for you.

If I could only get aboard I should be all right, muttered the skipper. I could keep down the fo-csle while the mate took the ship out.

Miss Pilbeam sat in deep thought. Its the getting aboard thats the trouble, she said, slowly. Youd have to disguise yourself. It would have to be a good disguise, too, to pass my father, I can tell you.

Captain Bligh gave a gloomy assent.

The only thing for you to do, so far as I can see, said the girl, slowly, is to make yourself up like a coalie. There are one or two colliers in the harbor, and if you took off your coat  I could send it on afterwards  rubbed yourself all over with coal-dust, and shaved off your moustache, I believe you would escape.

Shave! ejaculated the skipper, in choking accents. Rub  ! Coal-dust!

Its your only chance, said Miss Pilbeam.

Captain Bligh leaned back frowning, and from sheer force of habit passed the ends of his moustache slowly through his fingers. I think the coal-dust would be enough, he said at last.

The girl shook her head. Father particularly noticed your moustache, she said.

Everybody does, said the skipper, with mournful pride. I wont part with it.

Not for my sake? inquired Miss Pilbeam, eying him mournfully. Not after all Ive done for you?

No, said the other, stoutly.

Miss Pilbeam put her handkerchief to her eyes and, with a suspicious little sniff, hurried from the room. Captain Bligh, much affected, waited for a few seconds and then went in pursuit of her. Fifteen minutes later, shorn of his moustache, he stood in the coal-hole, sulkily smearing himself with coal.

Thats better, said the girl; you look horrible.

She took up a handful of coal-dust and, ordering him to stoop, shampooed him with hearty good-will.
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No good half doing it, she declared. Now go and look at yourself in the glass in the kitchen.

The skipper went, and came back in a state of wild-eyed misery. Even Miss Pilbeams statement that his own mother would not know him failed to lift the cloud from his brow. He stood disconsolate as the girl opened the front door.

Good-by, she said, gently. Write and tell me when you are safe.

Captain Bligh promised, and walked slowly up the road. So far from people attempting to arrest him, they vied with each other in giving him elbow-room. He reached the harbor unmolested, and, lurking at a convenient corner, made a careful survey. A couple of craft were working out their coal, a small steamer was just casting loose, and a fishing-boat gliding slowly over the still water to its berth. His own schooner, which lay near the colliers, had apparently knocked off work pending his arrival. For Sergeant Pilbeam he looked in vain.

He waited a minute or two, and then, with a furtive glance right and left, strolled in a careless fashion until he was abreast of one of the colliers. Nobody took any notice of him, and, with his hands in his pockets, he gazed meditatively into the water and edged along towards his own craft. His foot trembled as he placed it on the plank that formed the gangway, but, resisting the temptation to look behind, he gained the deck and walked forward.

Halloa! What do you want? inquired a sea-man, coming out of the galley.

All right, Bill, said the skipper, in a low voice. Dont take any notice of me.

Eh? said the seaman, starting. Good lor! What ha you  

Shut up! said the skipper, fiercely; and, walking to the forecastle, placed his hand on the scuttle and descended with studied slowness. As he reached the floor the perturbed face of Bill blocked the opening.

Had an accident, capn? he inquired, respectfully.

No, snapped the skipper. Come down here  quick! Dont stand up there attracting attention. Do you want the whole town round you? Come down!

Im all right where I am, said Bill, backing hastily as the skipper, putting a foot on the ladder, thrust a black and furious face close to his.

Clear out, then, hissed the skipper. Go and send the mate to me. Dont hurry. And if anybody noticed me come aboard and should ask you who I am, say Im a pal of yours.

The seaman, marvelling greatly, withdrew, and the skipper, throwing himself on a locker, wiped a bit of grit out of his eye and sat down to wait for the mate. He was so long in coming that he waxed impatient, and ascending a step of the ladder again peeped on to the deck. The first object that met his gaze was the figure of the mate leaning against the side of the ship with a wary eye on the scuttle.

Come here, said the skipper.

Anything wrong? inquired the mate, retreating a couple of paces in disorder.

Come  here! repeated the skipper.

The mate advanced slowly, and in response to an imperative command from the skipper slowly descended and stood regarding him nervously.

Yes; you may look, said the skipper, with sudden ferocity. This is all your doing. Where are you going?

He caught the mate by the coat as he was making for the ladder, and hauled him back again.

Youll go when Ive finished with you, he said, grimly. Now, what do you mean by it? Eh? What do you mean by it?

Thats all right, said the mate, in a soothing voice. Dont get excited.

Look at me! said the skipper. All through your interfering. How dare you go making inquiries about me?

Me? said the mate, backing as far as possible. Inquiries?

Whats it got to do with you if I stay out all night? pursued the skipper.

Nothing, said the other, feebly.

What did you go to the police about me for, then? demanded the skipper.

Me? said the mate, in the shrill accents of astonishment. Me? I didnt go to no police about you. Why should I?

Do you mean to say you didnt report my absence last night to the police? said the skipper, sternly.

Certnly not, said the mate, plucking up courage. Why should I? If you like to take a night off its nothing to do with me. I ope I know my duty better. I dont know what youre talking about.

And the police havent been watching the ship and inquiring for me? asked the skipper.

The mate shook his bewildered head. Why should they? he inquired.

The skipper made no reply. He sat goggle-eyed, staring straight before him, trying in vain to realize the hardness of the heart that had been responsible for such a scurvy trick.

Besides, it aint the fust time youve been out all night, remarked the mate, aggressively.

The skipper favored him with a glance the dignity of which was somewhat impaired by his complexion, and in a slow and stately fashion ascended to the deck. Then he caught his breath sharply and paled beneath the coaldust as he saw Sergeant Pilbeam standing on the quay, opposite the ship. By his side stood Miss Pilbeam, and both, with a far-away look in their eyes, were smiling vaguely but contentedly at the horizon. The sergeant appeared to be the first to see the skipper.

Ahoy, Darkie! he cried.

Captain Bligh, who was creeping slowly aft, halted, and, clenching his fists, regarded him ferociously.

Give this to the skipper, will you, my lad? said the sergeant, holding up the jacket Bligh had left behind. Good-looking young man with a very fine moustache he is.
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Was, said his daughter, in a mournful voice.

And a rather dark complexion, continued the sergeant, grinning madly. I was going to take him  for stealing my coal  but I thought better of it. Thought of a better way. At least, my daughter did. So long; Darkie.

He kissed the top of a fat middle finger, and, turning away, walked off with Miss Pilbeam. The skipper stood watching them with his head swimming until, arrived at the corner, they stopped and the sergeant came slowly back.

I was nearly forgetting, he said, slowly. Tell your skipper that if so be as he wants to apologize  for stealing my coal  I shall be at home at tea at five oclock.

He jerked his thumb in the direction of Miss Pilbeam and winked with slow deliberation. Shell be there, too, he added. Savvy?


MATRIMONIAL OPENINGS

Mr. Dowson sat by the kitchen fire smoking and turning a docile and well-trained ear to the heated words which fell from his wifes lips.

Shell go and do the same as her sister Jenny done, said Mrs. Dowson, with a side glance at her daughter Flora; marry a man and then ave to work and slave herself to skin and bone to keep him.

I see Jenny yesterday, said her husband, nodding. Getting quite fat, she is.

Thats right, said Mrs. Dowson, violently, thats right! The moment I say something you go and try and upset it.

Unealthy fat, praps, said Mr. Dowson, hurriedly; dont get enough exercise, I spose.

Anybody who didnt know you, Joe Dowson, said his wife, fiercely, would think you was doing it a purpose.

Doing wot? inquired Mr. Dowson, removing his pipe and regarding her open-mouthed. I only said  

I know what you said, retorted his wife. Here I do my best from morning to night to make everybody appy and comfortable; and what happens?

Nothing, said the sympathetic Mr. Dowson, shaking his head. Nothing.

Anyway, Jenny aint married a fool, said Mrs. Dowson, hotly; shes got that consolation.

Thats right, mother, said the innocent Mr. Dowson, look on the bright side o things a bit. If Jenny ad married a better chap I dont suppose we should see half as much of her as wot we do.

Im talking of Flora, said his wife, restraining herself by an effort. One unfortunate marriage in the family is enough; and here, instead o walking out with young Ben Lippet, wholl be is own master when his father dies, shes gadding about with that good-for-nothing Charlie Foss.

Mr. Dowson shook his head. Hes so good-looking, is Charlie, he said, slowly; thats the worst of it. Wot with is dark eyes and his curly air  

Go on! said his wife, passionately, go on!

Mr. Dowson, dimly conscious that something was wrong, stopped and puffed hard at his pipe. Through the cover of the smoke he bestowed a sympathetic wink upon his daughter.

You neednt go on too fast, said the latter, turning to her mother. I havent made up my mind yet. Charlies looks are all right, but he aint over and above steady, and Ben is steady, but he aint much to look at.

What does your art say? inquired the sentimental Mr. Dowson.

Neither lady took the slightest notice.

Charlie Foss is too larky, said Mrs. Dowson, solemnly; its easy come and easy go with im. Hes just such another as your fathers cousin Bill  and look what appened to him!

Miss Dowson shrugged her shoulders and subsiding in her chair, went on with her book, until a loud knock at the door and a cheerful, but peculiarly shrill, whistle sounded outside.
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There is my lord, exclaimed Mrs. Dowson, waspishly; anybody might think the ouse belonged to him. And now hes dancing on my clean doorstep.

Might be only knocking the mud off afore coming in, said Mr. Dowson, as he rose to open the door. Ive noticed hes very careful.

I just came in to tell you a joke, said Mr. Foss, as he followed his host into the kitchen and gazed tenderly at Miss Dowson best joke I ever had in my life; Ive ad my fortune told  guess what it was! Ive been laughing to myself ever since.

Who told it? inquired Mrs. Dowson, after a somewhat awkward silence.

Old gypsy woman in Peter Street, replied Mr. Foss. I gave er a wrong name and address, just in case she might ha heard about me, and she did make a mess of it; upon my word she did.

Wot did she say? inquired Mr. Dowson.

Mr. Foss laughed. Said I was a wrong un, he said, cheerfully, and would bring my mothers gray hairs to the grave with sorrow. Im to ave bad companions and take to drink; Im to steal money to gamble with, and after all that Im to ave five years for bigamy. I told her I was disappointed I wasnt to be hung, and she said it would be a disappointment to a lot of other people too. Laugh! I thought I should ave killed myself.

I dont see nothing to laugh at, said Mrs. Dowson, coldly.

I shouldnt tell anybody else, Charlie, said her husband. Keep it a secret, my boy.

But you  you dont believe it? stammered the crestfallen Mr. Foss.

Mrs. Dowson cast a stealthy glance at her daughter. Its wonderful ow some o those fortune-tellers can see into the future, she said, shaking her head.

Ah! said her husband, with a confirmatory nod. Wonderful is no name for it. I ad my fortune told once when I was a boy, and she told me I should marry the prettiest, and the nicest, and the sweetest-tempered gal in Poplar.

Mr. Foss, with a triumphant smile, barely waited for him to finish. There you he began, and stopped suddenly.
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What was you about to remark? inquired Mrs. Dowson, icily.

I was going to say, replied Mr. Foss I was going to say  I ad just got it on the tip o my tongue to say, There you  you  you ad all the luck, Mr. Dowson.

He edged his chair a little nearer to Flora; but there was a chilliness in the atmosphere against which his high spirits strove in vain. Mr. Dowson remembered other predictions which had come true, notably the case of one man who, learning that he was to come in for a legacy, gave up a two-pound-a-week job, and did actually come in for twenty pounds and a bird-cage seven years afterwards.
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Its all nonsense, protested Mr. Foss; she only said all that because I made fun of her. You dont believe it, do you, Flora?

I dont see anything to laugh at, returned Miss Dowson. Fancy five years for bigamy! Fancy the disgrace of it!

But youre talking as if I was going to do it, objected Mr. Foss. I wish youd go and ave your fortune told. Go and see what she says about you. Praps you wont believe so much in fortune-telling afterwards.

Mrs. Dowson looked up quickly, and then, lowering her eyes, took her hand out of the stocking she had been darning and, placing it beside its companion, rolled the pair into a ball.

You go round to-morrow night, Flora, she said, deliberately. It shant be said a daughter of mine was afraid to hear the truth about herself; fatherll find the money.

And she can say what she likes about you, but I shant believe it, said Mr. Foss, reproachfully.

I dont suppose itll be anything to be ashamed of, said Miss Dowson, sharply.

Mr. Foss bade them good-night suddenly, and, finding himself accompanied to the door by Mr. Dowson, gave way to gloom. He stood for so long with one foot on the step and the other on the mat that Mr. Dowson, who disliked draughts, got impatient.
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Youll catch cold, Charlie, he said at last.

Thats what Im trying to do, said Mr. Foss; my death o cold. Then I shant get five years for bigamy, he added bitterly.

Cheer up, said Mr. Dowson; five years aint much out of a lifetime; and you cant expect to ave your fun without

He watched the retreating figure of Mr. Foss as it stamped its way down the street, and closing the door returned to the kitchen to discuss palmistry and other sciences until bedtime.

Mrs. Dowson saw husband and daughter off to work in the morning, and after washing up the breakfast things drew her chair up to the kitchen fire and became absorbed in memories of the past. All the leading incidents in Floras career passed in review before her. Measles, whooping-cough, school-prizes, and other things peculiar to the age of innocence were all there. In her enthusiasm she nearly gave her a sprained ankle which had belonged to her sister. Still shaking her head over her mistake, she drew Floras latest portrait carefully from its place in the album, and putting on her hat and jacket went round to make a call in Peter Street.

By the time Flora returned home Mrs. Dowson appeared to have forgotten the arrangement made the night before, and, being reminded by her daughter, questioned whether any good could come of attempts to peer into the future. Mr. Dowson was still more emphatic, but his objections, being recognized by both ladies as trouser-pocket ones, carried no weight. It ended in Flora going off with half a crown in her glove and an urgent request from her father to make it as difficult as possible for the sibyl by giving a false name and address.

No name was asked for, however, as Miss Dowson was shown into the untidy little back room on the first floor, in which the sorceress ate, slept, and received visitors. She rose from an old rocking-chair as the visitor entered, and, regarding her with a pair of beady black eyes, bade her sit down.

Are you the fortune-teller? inquired the girl.

Men call me so, was the reply.

Yes, but are you? persisted Miss Dowson, who inherited her fathers fondness for half crowns.

Yes, said the other, in a more natural voice.

She took the girls left hand, and pouring a little dark liquid into the palm gazed at it intently. Left for the past; right for the future, she said, in a deep voice.

She muttered some strange words and bent her head lower over the girls hand.
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I see a fair-haired infant, she said, slowly; I see a little girl of four racked with the whooping-cough; I see her later, eight she appears to be. She is in bed with measles.

Miss Dowson stared at her open-mouthed.

She goes away to the seaside to get strong, continued the sorceress; she is paddling; she falls into the water and spoils her frock; her mother  

Never mind about that, interrupted the staring Miss Dowson, hastily. I was only eight at the time and mother always was ready with her hands.

People on the beach smile, resumed the other. They

It dont take much to make some people laugh, said Miss Dowson, with bitterness.

At fourteen she and a boy next door but seven both have the mumps.

And why not? demanded Miss Dowson with great warmth. Why not?

Im only reading what I see in your hand, said the other. At fifteen I see her knocked down by a boat-swing; a boy from opposite brings her home.

Passing at the time, murmured Miss Dowson.

His head is done up with sticking-plaster. I see her apprenticed to a dressmaker. I see her  

The voice went on monotonously, and Flora, gasping with astonishment, listened to a long recital of the remaining interesting points in her career.

That brings us to the present, said the soothsayer, dropping her hand. Now for the future.

She took the girls other hand and poured some of the liquid into it. Miss Dowson shrank back.

If its anything dreadful, she said, quickly, I dont want to hear it. It  it aint natural.

I can warn you of dangers to keep clear of, said the other, detaining her hand. I can let you peep into the future and see what to do and what to avoid. Ah!

She bent over the girls hand again and uttered little ejaculations of surprise and perplexity.

I see you moving in gay scenes surrounded by happy faces, she said, slowly. You are much sought after. Handsome presents and fine clothes are showered upon you. You will cross the sea. I see a dark young man and a fair young man. They will both influence your life. The fair young man works in his fathers shop. He will have great riches.

What about the other? inquired Miss Dowson, after a somewhat lengthy pause.

The fortune-teller shook her head. He is his own worst enemy, she said, and he will drag down those he loves with him. You are going to marry one of them, but I cant see clear  I cant see which.

Look again, said the trembling Flora.

I cant see, was the reply, therefore it isnt meant for me to see. Its for you to choose. I can see them now as plain as I can see you. You are all three standing where two roads meet. The fair young man is beckoning to you and pointing to a big house and a motor-car and a yacht.

And the other? said the surprised Miss Dowson.

Hes in knickerbockers, said the other, doubtfully. What does that mean? Ah, I see! Theyve got the broad arrow on them, and he is pointing to a jail. Its all gone  I can see no more.

She dropped the girls hand and, drawing her hand across her eyes, sank back into her chair. Miss Dowson, with trembling fingers, dropped the half crown into her lap, and, with her head in a whirl, made her way downstairs.

After such marvels the streets seemed oddly commonplace as she walked swiftly home. She decided as she went to keep her knowledge to herself, but inclination on the one hand and Mrs. Dowson on the other got the better of her resolution. With the exception of a few things in her past, already known and therefore not worth dwelling upon, the whole of the interview was disclosed.

It fair takes your breath away, declared the astounded Mr. Dowson.

The fair young man is meant for Ben Lippet, said his wife, and the dark one is Charlie Foss. It must be. Its no use shutting your eyes to things.

Its as plain as a pikestaff, agreed her husband. And she told Charlie five years for bigamy, and when shes telling Floras Fortune she sees im in convicts clothes. How she does it I cant think.

Its a gift, said Mrs. Dowson, briefly, and I do hope that Flora is going to act sensible. Anyhow, she can let Ben Lippet come and see her, without going upstairs with the tooth-ache.

He can come if he likes, said Flora; though why Charlie couldnt have ad the motor-car and im the five years, I dont know.

Mr. Lippet came in the next evening, and the evening after. In fact, so easy is it to fall into habits of an agreeable nature that nearly every evening saw him the happy guest of Mr. Dowson. A spirit of resignation, fostered by a present or two and a visit to the theatre, descended upon Miss Dowson. Fate and her mother combined were in a fair way to overcome her inclinations, when Mr. Foss, who had been out of town on a job, came in to hear the result of her visit to the fortune-teller, and found Mr. Lippet installed in the seat that used to be his.

At first Mrs. Dowson turned a deaf ear to his request for information, and it was only when his jocularity on the subject passed the bounds of endurance that she consented to gratify his curiosity.

I didnt want to tell you, she said, when she had finished, but you asked for it, and now youve got it.

Its very amusing, said Mr. Foss. I wonder who the dark young man in the fancy knickers is?

Ah, I daresay youll know some day, said Mrs. Dowson.

Was the fair young man a good-looking chap? inquired the inquisitive Mr. Foss.

Mrs. Dowson hesitated. Yes, she said, defiantly.

Wonder who it can be? muttered Mr. Foss, in perplexity.

Youll know that too some day, no doubt, was the reply.

Im glad its to be a good-looking chap, he said; not that I think Flora believes in such rubbish as fortune-telling. Shes too sensible.

I do, said Flora. How should she know all the things I did when I was a little girl? Tell me that.

I believe in it, too, said Mrs. Dowson. Praps youll tell me Im not sensible!

Mr. Foss quailed at the challenge and relapsed into moody silence. The talk turned on an aunt of Mr. Lippets, rumored to possess money, and an uncle who was rolling in it. He began to feel in the way, and only his native obstinacy prevented him from going.

It was a relief to him when the front door opened and the heavy step of Mr. Dowson was heard in the tiny passage. If anything it seemed heavier than usual, and Mr. Dowsons manner when he entered the room and greeted his guests was singularly lacking in its usual cheerfulness. He drew a chair to the fire, and putting his feet on the fender gazed moodily between the bars.

Ive been wondering as I came along, he said at last, with an obvious attempt to speak carelessly, whether this ere fortune-telling as weve been hearing so much about lately always comes out true.

It depends on the fortune-teller, said his wife.

I mean, said Mr. Dowson, slowly, I mean that gypsy woman that Charlie and Flora went to.

Of course it does, snapped his wife. Id trust what she says afore anything.

I know five or six that she has told, said Mr. Lippet, plucking up courage; and they all believe er. They couldnt help themselves; they said so.

Still, she might make a mistake sometimes, said Mr. Dowson, faintly. Might get mixed up, so to speak.

Never! said Mrs. Dowson, firmly.

Never! echoed Flora and Mr. Lippet.

Mr. Dowson heaved a big sigh, and his eye wandered round the room. It lighted on Mr. Foss.

Shes an old humbug, said that gentleman. Ive a good mind to put the police on to her.

Mr. Dowson reached over and gripped his hand. Then he sighed again.

Of course, it suits Charlie Foss to say so, said Mrs. Dowson; naturally hed say so; hes got reasons. I believe every word she says. If she told me I was coming in for a fortune I should believe her; and if she told me I was going to have misfortunes I should believe her.

Dont say that, shouted Mr. Dowson, with startling energy. Dont say that. Thats what she did say!

What? cried his wife, sharply. What are you talking about?

I won eighteenpence off of Bob Stevens, said her husband, staring at the table. Eighteenpence is er price for telling the future only, and, being curious and feeling Id like to know whats going to appen to me, I went in and had eighteenpennorth.

Well, youre upset, said Mrs. Dowson, with a quick glance at him. You get upstairs to bed.

Id sooner stay ere, said her husband, resuming his seat; it seems more cheerful and lifelike. I wish I adnt gorn, thats what I wish.

What did she tell you? inquired Mr. Foss.

Mr. Dowson thrust his hands into his trouser pockets and spoke desperately. She says Im to live to ninety, and Im to travel to foreign parts  

You get to bed, said his wife. Come along.

Mr. Dowson shook his head doggedly. Im to be rich, he continued, slowly rich and loved. After my pore dear wifes death Im to marry again; a young woman with money and stormy brown eyes.

Mrs. Dowson sprang from her chair and stood over him quivering with passion. How dare you? she gasped. You  youve been drinking.

Ive ad two arf-pints, said her husband, solemnly. I shouldnt ave ad the second only I felt so miserable. I know I shant be appy with a young woman.

Mrs. Dowson, past speech, sank back in her chair and stared at him.

I shouldnt worry about it if I was you, Mrs. Dowson, said Mr. Foss, kindly. Look what she said about me. That ought to show you she aint to be relied on.

Eyes like lamps, said Mr. Dowson, musingly, and Im forty-nine next month. Well, they do say every eye as its own idea of beauty.

A strange sound, half laugh and half cry, broke from the lips of the over-wrought Mrs. Dowson. She controlled herself by an effort.

If she said it, she said, doggedly, with a fierce glance at Mr. Foss, itll come true. If, after my death, my usband is going to marry a young woman with  with  

Stormy brown eyes, interjected Mr. Foss, softly.

Its his fate and it cant be avoided, concluded Mrs. Dowson.

But its so soon, said the unfortunate husband. Youre to die in three weeks and Im to be married three months after.

Mrs. Dowson moistened her lips and tried, but in vain, to avoid the glittering eye of Mr. Foss. Three! she said, mechanically, three! three weeks!

Dont be frightened, said Mr. Foss, in a winning voice. I dont believe it; and, besides, we shall soon see! And if you dont die in three weeks, perhaps I shant get five years for bigamy, and perhaps Flora wont marry a fair man with millions of money and motor-cars.

No; perhaps she is wrong after all, mother, said Mr. Dowson, hopefully.

Mrs. Dowson gave him a singularly unkind look for one about to leave him so soon, and, afraid to trust herself to speech, left the room and went up-stairs. As the door closed behind her, Mr. Foss took the chair which Mr. Lippet had thoughtlessly vacated, and offered such consolations to Flora as he considered suitable to the occasion.


ODD MAN OUT

The night watchman pursed up his lips and shook his head. Friendship, he said, decidedly, is a deloosion and a snare. Ive ad more friendships in my life than most people  owing to being took a fancy to for some reason or other  and they nearly all came to a sudden ending.
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I remember one man who used to think I couldnt do wrong; everything I did was right to im; and now if I pass im in the street he makes a face as if hed got a hair in is mouth. All because I told im the truth one day when he was thinking of getting married. Being a bit uneasy-like in his mind, he asked me ow, supposing I was a gal, his looks would strike me.

It was an orkard question, and I told him that he ad got a good art and that no man could ave a better pal. I said he ad got a good temper and was free with is money. O course, that didnt satisfy im, and at last he told me to take a good look at im and tell him wot I thought of is looks. There was no getting out of it, and at last I ad to tell him plain that everybody ad diffrent ideas about looks; that looks wasnt everything; and that andsome is as andsome does. Even then e wasnt satisfied, and at last I told im, speaking as a pal to a pal, that if I was a gal and he came along trying to court me, I should go to the police about it.

I remember two young fellers that was shipmates with me some years ago, and they was such out-and-out pals that everybody called em the Siamese twins. They always shipped together and shared lodgings together when they was ashore, and Ted Denver would no more ave thought of going out without Charlie Brice than Charlie Brice would ave thought of going out without im. They shared their baccy and their money and everything else, and its my opinion that if they ad only ad one pair o boots between em theyd ave hopped along in one each.

They ad been like it for years, and they kept it up when they left the sea and got berths ashore. Anybody knowing them would ha thought that nothing but death could part em; but it happened otherwise.

There was a gal in it, of course. A gal that Ted Denver got into conversation with on top of a bus, owing to her steadying erself by putting her hand on is shoulder as she passed im. Bright, lively sort o gal she seemed, and, afore Ted knew where he was, they was talking away as though they ad known each other for years.

Charlie didnt seem to care much for it at fust, but he didnt raise no objection; and when the gal got up to go he stopped the bus for er by poking the driver in the back, and they all got off together. Ted went fust to break her fall, in case the bus started off too sudden, and Charlie elped her down behind by catching hold of a lace collar she was wearing. When she turned to speak to im about it, she knocked the conductors hat off with er umbrella, and there was so much unpleasantness that by the time they ad got to the pavement she told Charlie that she never wanted to see his silly fat face agin.

It aint fat, ses Ted, speaking up for im; its the shape of it.

And it aint silly, ses Charlie, speaking very quick; mind that!

Its a bit o real lace, ses the gal, twisting her ead round to look at the collar; it cost me one and two-three only last night.

One an wot? ses Charlie, who, not being a married man, didnt understand er.

One shilling, ses the gal, two pennies, and three farthings. Dye understand that?

Yes, ses Charlie.

Hes cleverer than he looks, ses the gal, turning to Ted. I spose youre right, and it is the shape after all.

Ted walked along one side of er and Charlie the other, till they came to the corner of the road where she lived, and then Ted and er stood there talking till Charlie got sick and tired of it, and kept tugging at Teds coat for im to come away.

Im coming, ses Ted, at last. I spose you wont be this way to-morrow night? he ses, turning to the gal.

I might if I thought there was no chance of seeing you, she ses, tossing her ead.

You neednt be alarmed, ses Charlie, shoving in his oar; were going to a music-all to-morrow night.

Oh, go to your blessed music-all, ses the gal to Ted; I dont want you.

She turned round and amost ran up the road, with Ted follering er and begging of er not to be so hasty, and afore they parted she told im that er name was. Emma White, and promised to meet im there the next night at seven.

O course Mr. Charlie Brice turned up alongside o Ted the next night, and at fust Emma said she was going straight off ome agin. She did go part o the way, and then, when she found that Ted wouldnt send his mate off, she came back and, woman-like, said as ow she wasnt going to go ome just to please Charlie Brice. She wouldnt speak a word to im, and when they all went to the music-all together she sat with her face turned away from im and her elbow sticking in is chest. Doing that and watching the performance at the same time gave er a stiff neck, and she got in such a temper over it she wouldnt hardly speak to Ted, and when Charlie  meaning well  told er to rub it with a bit o mutton-fat she nearly went off her ead.

Who asked you to come with us? she ses, as soon as she could speak. Ow dare you force yourself where you aint wanted?

Ted wants me, ses Charlie.

Weve been together for years, ses Ted. Youll like Charlie when you get used to im  everybody does.

Not me! ses Emma, with a shiver. It gives me the fair creeps to look at him. Youll ave to choose between us. If he comes, I shant. Which is it to be?

Neither of em answered er, but the next night they both turned up as usual, and Emma White stood there looking at em and nearly crying with temper.

Ow would you like it if I brought another young lady with me? she ses to Ted.

It wouldnt make no difference to me, ses Ted. Any friend o yours is welcome.

Emma stood looking at em, and then she patted er eyes with a pocket-ankercher and began to look more cheerful.

You aint the only one that has got a dear friend, she says, looking. at im and wiping er lips with the ankercher. Ive got one, and if Charlie Brice dont promise to stay at ome to-morrow night Ill bring her with me.

Bring er, and welcome, ses Ted.

I shant stay at ome for fifty dear friends, ses Charlie.

Have it your own way, ses Emma. If you come, Sophy Jennings comes, thats all.

She was as good as er word, too, and next night when they turned up they found Emma and er friend waiting for them. Charlie thought it was the friends mother at fust, but he found out arterwards that she was a widder-woman. She had ad two husbands, and both of em ad passed away with a smile on their face. She seemed to take a fancy to Charlie the moment she set eyes on im, and two or three times, theyd ave lost Ted and Emma if it hadnt been for im.
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They did lose em the next night, and Charlie Brice ad Mrs. Jennings all alone to himself for over a couple of hours walking up and down the Commercial Road talking about the weather; Charles saying ow wet and cold it, was, and thinking praps they ad better go off ome afore she got a chill.

He complained to Ted about it when e got ome, and Ted promised as it shouldnt appen agin. He said that im and Emma ad been so busy talking about getting married that he ad forgotten to keep an eye on him.

Married! ses Charlie, very upset. Married! And wots to become o me?

Come and lodge with us, ses Ted.

They shook hands on it, but Ted said they ad both better keep it to themselves a bit and wait until Emma ad got more used to Charlie afore they told her. Ted let er get used to im for three days more afore he broke the news to er, and the way she went on was alarming. She went on for over ten minutes without taking breath, and she was just going to start again when Mrs. Jennings stopped her.

Hes all right, she ses. You leave im alone.

Im not touching im, ses Emma, very scornful.

You leave im alone, ses Mrs. Jennings, taking hold of Charlies arm. I dont say things about your young man.

Charlie Brice started as if he ad been shot, and twice he opened is mouth to speak and show Mrs. Jennings er mistake; but, wot with trying to find is voice in the fust place, and then finding words to use it with in the second, he didnt say anything. He just walked along gasping, with is mouth open like a fish.

Dont take no notice of er, Charlie, ses Mrs. Jennings.

I  I dont mind wot she ses, ses pore Charlie; but youre making a great  

Shes quick-tempered, is Emma, ses Mrs. Jennings. But, there, so am I. Wot you might call a generous temper, but quick.

Charlie went cold all over.

Treat me well and I treat other people well, ses Mrs. Jennings. I cant say fairer than that, can I?

Charlie said Nobody could, and then e walked along with her hanging on to is arm, arf wondering whether it would be wrong to shove er under a bus that was passing, and arf wondering whether e could do it if it wasnt.

As for Emma saying she wont ave you for a lodger, ses Mrs. Jennings, let er wait till shes asked. Shell wait a long time if I ave my say.

Charlie didnt answer her. He walked along with is mouth shut, his idea being that the least said the soonest mended. Even Emma asked im at last whether he ad lost is tongue, and said it was curious ow different love took different people.

He talked fast enough going ome with Ted though, and pretty near lost is temper with im when Ted asked im why he didnt tell Mrs. Jennings straight that she ad made a mistake.

She knows well enough, he says, grinding is teeth; she was just trying it on. Thats ow it is widders get married agin. Youll ave to choose between going out with me or Emma, Ted. I cant face Mrs. Jennings again. I didnt think anybody could ave parted us like that.

Ted said it was all nonsense, but it was no good, and the next night he went off alone and came back very cross, saying that Mrs. Jennings ad been with em all the time, and when e spoke to Emma about it she said it was just tit for tat, and reminded im ow she had ad to put up with Charlie. For four nights running e went out for walks, with Emma holding one of is arms and Mrs. Jennings the other.

Its miserable for you all alone ere by yourself; Charlie, he ses. Why not come? She cant marry you against your will. Besides, I miss you.

Charlie shook ands with im, but e said e wouldnt walk out with Mrs. Jennings for a fortune. And all that Ted could say made no difference. He stayed indoors of an evening reading the paper, or going for little walks by imseif, until at last Ted came ome one evening, smiling all over his face, and told im they had both been making fools of themselves for nothing.

Mrs. Jennings is going to be married, he ses, clapping Charlie on the back.

Wot? ses Charlie.

Ted nodded. Her and Emma ad words to-night, he ses, laughing, and it all come out. Shes been keeping company for some time. Hes away at present, and theyre going to be married as soon as e comes back.

Well, ses Charlie, why did she  

To oblige Emma, ses Ted, to frighten you into staying at ome. Id ad my suspicions for some time, from one or two things I picked up.

Ho! ses Charlie. Well, itll be my turn to laugh to-morrow night. Well see whether she can shake me off agin.

Ted looked at im a bit worried. Its a bit orkard, he ses, speaking very slow. You see, they made it up arterwards, and then they both made me promise not to tell you, and if you come, theyll know I ave.

Charlie did a bit o thinking. Not if I pretend to make love to Mrs. Jennings? he ses, at last, winking at im. And itll serve her right for being deceitful. Well see ow she likes it. Wot sort o chap is the young man  big?

Cant be, ses Ted; cos Emma called im a little shrimp.

Ill come, ses Charlie; and itll be your own fault if they find out you told me about it.

They fell asleep talking of it, and the next evening Charlie put on a new neck-tie he ad bought, and arter letting Ted have arf an hours start went out and met em accidental. The fust Mrs. Jennings knew of is being there was by finding an arm put round er waist.

Good-evening, Sophy, he ses.

Ow ow dare you? ses Mrs. Jennings, giving a scream and pushing him away.

Charlie looked surprised.

Why, aint you pleased to see me? he ses. Ive ad the raging toothache for over a week; Ive got it now a bit, but I couldnt stay away from you any longer.

You behave yourself, ses Mrs. Jennings.

Ted didnt say anything about your toothache, ses Emma.

I wouldnt let im, for fear of alarming Sophy, ses Charlie.

Mrs. Jennings gave a sort of laugh and a sniff mixed.

Aint you pleased to see me agin? ses Charlie.

I dont want to see you, ses Mrs. Jennings. Wot dye think I want to see you for?

Change your mind pretty quick, dont you? ses Charlie. Its blow ot and blow cold with you seemingly. Why, Ive been counting the minutes till I should see you agin.

Mrs. Jennings told im not to make a fool of imself, and Charlie saw er look at Emma in a puzzled sort of way, as if she didnt know wot to make of it. She kept drawing away from im and he kept drawing close to er; other people on the pavement dodging and trying to get out of their way, and asking them which side they was going and to stick to it.

Why dont you behave yourself? ses Emma, at last.

Were all right, ses Charlie; you look arter your own young man. We can look arter ourselves.

Speak for yourself, ses Mrs. Jennings, very sharp.

Charlie laughed, and the more Mrs. Jennings showed er dislike for is nonsense the more he gave way to it. Even Ted thought it was going too far, and tried to interfere when he put his arm round Mrs. Jenningss waist and made er dance to a piano-organ; but there was no stopping im, and at last Mrs. Jennings said she had ad enough of it, and told Emma she was going off ome.
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Dont take no notice of im, ses Emma.

I must, ses Mrs. Jennings, who was arf crying with rage.

Well, if you go ome, I shall go, ses Emma. I dont want is company. I believe hes doing it on purpose.

Behave yourself, Charlie, ses Ted.

All right, old man, ses Charlie. You look arter your young woman and Ill look arter mine.

Your wot? ses Mrs. Jennings, very loud.

My young woman, ses Charlie.

Look ere, ses Emma. You may as well know first as last  Sophy as got a young man.

O course she as, ses Charlie. Twenty-seven on the second of next January, he is; same as me.

Shes going to be married, ses Emma, very solemn.

Yes, to me, ses Charlie, pretending to be surprised. Didnt you know that?

He looked so pleased with imself at his cleverness that Emma arf put up her and, and then she thought better of it and turned away.

Hes just doing it to get rid of you, she ses to Mrs. Jennings, and if you give way youre a bigger silly than I took you for. Let im go on and ave his own way, and tell your intended about im when you see im. Arter all, you started it.

I was only aving a bit o fun, ses Mrs. Jennings.

Well, so is he, ses Emma.

Not me! ses Charlie, turning his eyes up. Im in dead earnest; and so is she. Its only shyness on er part; itll soon wear off.

He took old of Mrs. Jenningss arm agin and began to tell er ow lonely is life was afore she came acrost his path like an angel that had lost its way. And he went on like that till she told Emma that shed either ave to go off ome or scream. Ted interfered agin then, and, arter listening to wot he ad got to say, Charlie said as ow hed try and keep his love under control a bit more.

She wont stand much more of it, he ses to Ted, arter they ad got ome that night. I shouldnt be surprised if she dont turn up to-morrow.

Ted shook his ead. Shell turn up to oblige Emma, he ses; but theres no need for you to overdo it, Charlie. If her young man appened to get to ear of it it might cause trouble.

I aint afraid of im, ses Charlie, not if your description of im is right.

Emma knows im, ses Ted, and I know she dont think much of im. She says he aint as big as I am.

Charlie smiled to himself and laid awake for a little while thinking of pet names to surprise Mrs. Jennings with. He called er a fresh one every night for a week, and every night he took er a little bunch o flowers with is love. When she flung em on the pavement he pretended to think she ad dropped em; but, do wot he would, e couldnt frighten er into staying away, and is share of music-alls and bus rides and things like that was more than e cared to think of. All the time Ted was as happy as a sand-boy, and one evening when Emma asked im to go ome to supper e was so pleased e could ardly speak.

Father thought hed like to see you, ses Emma. I shall be proud to shake im by the and, ses Ted, going red with joy.

And youre to come, too, Sophy, ses Emma, turning to Mrs. Jennings.

Charlie coughed, feeling a bit orkard-like, and Emma stood there as if waiting for im to go.

Well, so long, ses Charlie at last. Take care o my little prize packet.

You can come, too, if you like, ses Emma. Father said I was to bring you. Dont ave none of your nonsense there, thats all.

Charlie thanked er, and they was all walking along, him and Mrs. Jennings behind, when Emma looked over er shoulder.

Sophys young man is coming, she ses.

Ho! ses Charlie. He walked along doing a bit o thinking, and by and by e gives a little laugh, and he ses, I  I dont think praps Ill come arter all.

Afraid? ses Emma, with a nasty laugh.

No, ses Charlie.

Well, it looks like it, ses Emma.

Hes brave enough where wimmen are concerned, ses Mrs. Jennings.

I was thinking of you, ses Charlie.

You neednt trouble about me, ses Mrs. Jennings. I can look after myself, thank you.

Charlie looked round, but there was no help for it. He got as far away from Mrs. Jennings as possible, and when they got to Emmas house he went in last.

Emmas father and mother was there and two or three of er brothers and sisters, but the fust thing that Charlie noticed was a great lump of a man standing by the mantelpiece staring at im.

Come in, and make yourselves at ome, ses Mr. White. Im glad to see you both. Emma as told me all about you.

Charlies art went down into is boots, but every-body was so busy drawing their chairs up to the table that they didnt notice ow pale he ad gone. He sat between Mr. White and Mrs. Jennings, and by and by, when everybody was talking, he turned to im in a whisper, and asked im who the big chap was.

Mrs. Jenningss brother, ses Mr. White; brewers drayman he is.

Charlie said, Oh! and went on eating, a bit relieved in is mind.

Your friend and my gal ll make a nice couple, ses Mr. White, looking at Ted and Emma, sitting and in and.

She couldnt ave a better husband, ses Charlie, whispering again; but where is Mrs. Jenningss young man? I eard he was to be here.

Mr. White put down is knife and fork. Eh? he ses, staring at im.

Mrs. Jenningss intended? ses Charlie.

Who are you getting at? ses Mr. White, winking at im.

But she as got one, aint she? ses Charlie. Thatll do, ses Mr. White, with another wink. Try it on somebody else.

Wot are you two talking about? ses Emma, who ad been watching em.

Hes trying to pull my leg, ses er father, smiling all over his face. Been asking me where Mrs. Jenningss young man is. Praps you oughtnt to ave told us yet, Emma.

Its all right, ses Emma. Hes got a very jealous disposition, poor fellow; and me and Sophy have been telling im about a young man just to tease im. Weve been describing him to imself all along, and he thought it was somebody else.

She caught Charlies eye, and all in a flash he saw ow he ad been done. Some of em began to laugh, and Mrs. Jennings put her and on his and gave it a squeeze. He sat there struck all of a heap, wondering wot he was going to do, and just at that moment there was a knock at the street door.

Ill open it, he ses.

He jumped up before anybody could stop im and went to the door. Two seconds arter Ted Denver followed im, and that is last he ever saw of Charlie Brice, he was running down the road without is hat as hard as he could run.
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THE TOLL-HOUSE

Its all nonsense, said Jack Barnes. Of course people have died in the house; people die in every house. As for the noises  wind in the chimney and rats in the wainscot are very convincing to a nervous man. Give me another cup of tea, Meagle.

Lester and White are first, said Meagle, who was presiding at the tea-table of the Three Feathers Inn. Youve had two.

Lester and White finished their cups with irritating slowness, pausing between sips to sniff the aroma, and to discover the sex and dates of arrival of the strangers which floated in some numbers in the beverage. Mr. Meagle served them to the brim, and then, turning to the grimly expectant Mr. Barnes, blandly requested him to ring for hot water.

Well try and keep your nerves in their present healthy condition, he remarked. For my part I have a sort of half-and-half belief in the super-natural.

All sensible people have, said Lester. An aunt of mine saw a ghost once.

White nodded.

I had an uncle that saw one, he said.

It always is somebody else that sees them, said Barnes.

Well, there is a house, said Meagle, a large house at an absurdly low rent, and nobody will take it. It has taken toll of at least one life of every family that has lived there  however short the time  and since it has stood empty caretaker after care-taker has died there. The last caretaker died fifteen years ago.

Exactly, said Barnes. Long enough ago for legends to accumulate.

Ill bet you a sovereign you wont spend the night there alone, for all your talk, said White, suddenly.

And I, said Lester.

No, said Barnes slowly. I dont believe in ghosts nor in any supernatural things whatever; all the same I admit that I should not care to pass a night there alone.

But why not? inquired White.

Wind in the chimney, said Meagle with a grin.

Rats in the wainscot, chimed in Lester. As you like, said Barnes coloring.

Suppose we all go, said Meagle. Start after supper, and get there about eleven. We have been walking for ten days now without an adventure  except Barness discovery that ditchwater smells longest. It will be a novelty, at any rate, and, if we break the spell by all surviving, the grateful owner ought to come down handsome.

Lets see what the landlord has to say about it first, said Lester. There is no fun in passing a night in an ordinary empty house. Let us make sure that it is haunted.

He rang the bell, and, sending for the landlord, appealed to him in the name of our common humanity not to let them waste a night watching in a house in which spectres and hobgoblins had no part. The reply was more than reassuring, and the landlord, after describing with considerable art the exact appearance of a head which had been seen hanging out of a window in the moonlight, wound up with a polite but urgent request that they would settle his bill before they went.

Its all very well for you young gentlemen to have your fun, he said indulgently; but supposing as how you are all found dead in the morning, what about me? It aint called the Toll-House for nothing, you know.

Who died there last? inquired Barnes, with an air of polite derision.

A tramp, was the reply. He went there for the sake of half a crown, and they found him next morning hanging from the balusters, dead.

Suicide, said Barnes. Unsound mind.

The landlord nodded. Thats what the jury brought it in, he said slowly; but his mind was sound enough when he went in there. Id known him, off and on, for years. Im a poor man, but I wouldnt spend the night in that house for a hundred pounds.
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He repeated this remark as they started on their expedition a few hours later. They left as the inn was closing for the night; bolts shot noisily behind them, and, as the regular customers trudged slowly homewards, they set off at a brisk pace in the direction of the house. Most of the cottages were already in darkness, and lights in others went out as they passed.

It seems rather hard that we have got to lose a nights rest in order to convince Barnes of the existence of ghosts, said White.

Its in a good cause, said Meagle. A most worthy object; and something seems to tell me that we shall succeed. You didnt forget the candles, Lester?

I have brought two, was the reply; all the old man could spare.

There was but little moon, and the night was cloudy. The road between high hedges was dark, and in one place, where it ran through a wood, so black that they twice stumbled in the uneven ground at the side of it.

Fancy leaving our comfortable beds for this! said White again. Let me see; this desirable residential sepulchre lies to the right, doesnt it?

Farther on, said Meagle.

They walked on for some time in silence, broken only by Whites tribute to the softness, the cleanliness, and the comfort of the bed which was receding farther and farther into the distance. Under Meagles guidance they turned oft at last to the right, and, after a walk of a quarter of a mile, saw the gates of the house before them.
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The lodge was almost hidden by overgrown shrubs and the drive was choked with rank growths. Meagle leading, they pushed through it until the dark pile of the house loomed above them.

There is a window at the back where we can get in, so the landlord says, said Lester, as they stood before the hall door.

Window? said Meagle. Nonsense. Lets do the thing properly. Wheres the knocker?

He felt for it in the darkness and gave a thundering rat-tat-tat at the door.

Dont play the fool, said Barnes crossly.

Ghostly servants are all asleep, said Meagle gravely, but Ill wake them up before Ive done with them. Its scandalous keeping us out here in the dark.

He plied the knocker again, and the noise volleyed in the emptiness beyond. Then with a sudden exclamation he put out his hands and stumbled forward.

Why, it was open all the time, he said, with an odd catch in his voice. Come on.

I dont believe it was open, said Lester, hanging back. Somebody is playing us a trick.

Nonsense, said Meagle sharply. Give me a candle. Thanks. Whos got a match?

Barnes produced a box and struck one, and Meagle, shielding the candle with his hand, led the way forward to the foot of the stairs. Shut the door, somebody, he said, theres too much draught.

It is shut, said White, glancing behind him.

Meagle fingered his chin. Who shut it? he inquired, looking from one to the other. Who came in last?

I did, said Lester, but I dont remember shutting it  perhaps I did, though.

Meagle, about to speak, thought better of it, and, still carefully guarding the flame, began to explore the house, with the others close behind. Shadows danced on the walls and lurked in the corners as they proceeded. At the end of the passage they found a second staircase, and ascending it slowly gained the first floor.

Careful! said Meagle, as they gained the landing.

He held the candle forward and showed where the balusters had broken away. Then he peered curiously into the void beneath.

This is where the tramp hanged himself, I suppose, he said thoughtfully.

Youve got an unwholesome mind, said White, as they walked on. This place is qutie creepy enough without your remembering that. Now lets find a comfortable room and have a little nip of whiskey apiece and a pipe. How will this do?

He opened a door at the end of the passage and revealed a small square room. Meagle led the way with the candle, and, first melting a drop or two of tallow, stuck it on the mantelpiece. The others seated themselves on the floor and watched pleasantly as White drew from his pocket a small bottle of whiskey and a tin cup.

Hm! Ive forgotten the water, he exclaimed. Ill soon get some, said Meagle.

He tugged violently at the bell-handle, and the rusty jangling of a bell sounded from a distant kitchen. He rang again.

Dont play the fool, said Barnes roughly.

Meagle laughed. I only wanted to convince you, he said kindly. There ought to be, at any rate, one ghost in the servants hall.

Barnes held up his hand for silence.

Yes? said Meagle with a grin at the other two. Is anybody coming?

Suppose we drop this game and go back, said Barnes suddenly. I dont believe in spirits, but nerves are outside anybodys command. You may laugh as you like, but it really seemed to me that I heard a door open below and steps on the stairs.

His voice was drowned in a roar of laughter.

He is coming round, said Meagle with a smirk. By the time I have done with him he will be a confirmed believer. Well, who will go and get some water? Will you, Barnes?

No, was the reply.

If there is any it might not be safe to drink after all these years, said Lester. We must do without it.

Meagle nodded, and taking a seat on the floor held out his hand for the cup. Pipes were lit and the clean, wholesome smell of tobacco filled the room. White produced a pack of cards; talk and laughter rang through the room and died away reluctantly in distant corridors.

Empty rooms always delude me into the belief that I possess a deep voice, said Meagle. To-morrow  

He started up with a smothered exclamation as the light went out suddenly and something struck him on the head. The others sprang to their feet. Then Meagle laughed.

Its the candle, he exclaimed. I didnt stick it enough.

Barnes struck a match and relighting the candle stuck it on the mantelpiece, and sitting down took up his cards again.

What was I going to say? said Meagle. Oh, I know; to-morrow I  

Listen! said White, laying his hand on the others sleeve. Upon my word I really thought I heard a laugh.

Look here! said Barnes. What do you say to going back? Ive had enough of this. I keep fancying that I hear things too; sounds of something moving about in the passage outside. I know its only fancy, but its uncomfortable.

You go if you want to, said Meagle, and we will play dummy. Or you might ask the tramp to take your hand for you, as you go downstairs.

Barnes shivered and exclaimed angrily. He got up and, walking to the half-closed door, listened.

Go outside, said Meagle, winking at the other two. Ill dare you to go down to the hall door and back by yourself.

Barnes came back and, bending forward, lit his pipe at the candle.

I am nervous but rational, he said, blowing out a thin cloud of smoke. My nerves tell me that there is something prowling up and down the long passage outside; my reason tells me that it is all nonsense. Where are my cards?

He sat down again, and taking up his hand, looked through it carefully and led.

Your play, White, he said after a pause. White made no sign.

Why, he is asleep, said Meagle. Wake up, old man. Wake up and play.

Lester, who was sitting next to him, took the sleeping man by the arm and shook him, gently at first and then with some roughness; but White, with his back against the wall and his head bowed, made no sign. Meagle bawled in his ear and then turned a puzzled face to the others.

He sleeps like the dead, he said, grimacing. Well, there are still three of us to keep each other company.

Yes, said Lester, nodding. Unless  Good Lord! suppose  

He broke off and eyed them trembling.

Suppose what? inquired Meagle.

Nothing, stammered Lester. Lets wake him. Try him again. White! White!

Its no good, said Meagle seriously; theres something wrong about that sleep.

Thats what I meant, said Lester; and if he goes to sleep like that, why shouldnt  

Meagle sprang to his feet. Nonsense, he said roughly. Hes tired out; thats all. Still, lets take him up and clear out. You take his legs and Barnes will lead the way with the candle. Yes? Whos that?

He looked up quickly towards the door. Thought I heard somebody tap, he said with a shamefaced laugh. Now, Lester, up with him. One, two  Lester! Lester!

He sprang forward too late; Lester, with his face buried in his arms, had rolled over on the floor fast asleep, and his utmost efforts failed to awaken him.

He  is  asleep, he stammered. Asleep!

Barnes, who had taken the candle from the mantel-piece, stood peering at the sleepers in silence and dropping tallow over the floor.

[image: img387.jpg]

We must get out of this, said Meagle. Quick! Barnes hesitated. We cant leave them here he began.

We must, said Meagle in strident tones. If you go to sleep I shall go  Quick! Come.

He seized the other by the arm and strove to drag him to the door. Barnes shook him off, and putting the candle back on the mantelpiece, tried again to arouse the sleepers.

Its no good, he said at last, and, turning from them, watched Meagle. Dont you go to sleep, he said anxiously.

Meagle shook his head, and they stood for some time in uneasy silence. May as well shut the door, said Barnes at last.

He crossed over and closed it gently. Then at a scuffling noise behind him he turned and saw Meagle in a heap on the hearthstone.

With a sharp catch in his breath he stood motionless. Inside the room the candle, fluttering in the draught, showed dimly the grotesque attitudes of the sleepers. Beyond the door there seemed to his over-wrought imagination a strange and stealthy unrest. He tried to whistle, but his lips were parched, and in a mechanical fashion he stooped, and began to pick up the cards which littered the floor.

He stopped once or twice and stood with bent head listening. The unrest outside seemed to increase; a loud creaking sounded from the stairs.

Who is there? he cried loudly.

The creaking ceased. He crossed to the door and flinging it open, strode out into the corridor. As he walked his fears left him suddenly.

Come on! he cried with a low laugh. All of you! All of you! Show your faces  your infernal ugly faces! Dont skulk!

He laughed again and walked on; and the heap in the fireplace put out his head tortoise fashion and listened in horror to the retreating footsteps. Not until they had become inaudible in the distance did the listeners features relax.

Good Lord, Lester, weve driven him mad, he said in a frightened whisper. We must go after him.

There was no reply. Meagle sprung to his feet. Do you hear? he cried. Stop your fooling now; this is serious. White! Lester! Do you hear?

He bent and surveyed them in angry bewilderment. All right, he said in a trembling voice. You wont frighten me, you know.

He turned away and walked with exaggerated carelessness in the direction of the door. He even went outside and peeped through the crack, but the sleepers did not stir. He glanced into the blackness behind, and then came hastily into the room again.

He stood for a few seconds regarding them. The stillness in the house was horrible; he could not even hear them breathe. With a sudden resolution he snatched the candle from the mantelpiece and held the flame to Whites finger. Then as he reeled back stupefied the footsteps again became audible.

He stood with the candle in his shaking hand listening. He heard them ascending the farther staircase, but they stopped suddenly as he went to the door. He walked a little way along the passage, and they went scurrying down the stairs and then at a jog-trot along the corridor below. He went back to the main staircase, and they ceased again.

For a time he hung over the balusters, listening and trying to pierce the blackness below; then slowly, step by step, he made his way downstairs, and, holding the candle above his head, peered about him.

Barnes! he called. Where are you? Shaking with fright, he made his way along the passage, and summoning up all his courage pushed open doors and gazed fearfully into empty rooms. Then, quite suddenly, he heard the footsteps in front of him.

He followed slowly for fear of extinguishing the candle, until they led him at last into a vast bare kitchen with damp walls and a broken floor. In front of him a door leading into an inside room had just closed. He ran towards it and flung it open, and a cold air blew out the candle. He stood aghast.
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Barnes! he cried again. Dont be afraid! It is I  Meagle!

There was no answer. He stood gazing into the darkness, and all the time the idea of something close at hand watching was upon him. Then suddenly the steps broke out overhead again.

He drew back hastily, and passing through the kitchen groped his way along the narrow passages. He could now see better in the darkness, and finding himself at last at the foot of the staircase began to ascend it noiselessly. He reached the landing just in time to see a figure disappear round the angle of a wall. Still careful to make no noise, he followed the sound of the steps until they led him to the top floor, and he cornered the chase at the end of a short passage.

Barnes! he whispered. Barnes!

Something stirred in the darkness. A small circular window at the end of the passage just softened the blackness and revealed the dim outlines of a motionless figure. Meagle, in place of advancing, stood almost as still as a sudden horrible doubt took possession of him. With his eyes fixed on the shape in front he fell back slowly and, as it advanced upon him, burst into a terrible cry.

Barnes! For Gods sake! Is it you?

The echoes of his voice left the air quivering, but the figure before him paid no heed. For a moment he tried to brace his courage up to endure its approach, then with a smothered cry he turned and fled.

The passages wound like a maze, and he threaded them blindly in a vain search for the stairs. If he could get down and open the hall door  

He caught his breath in a sob; the steps had begun again. At a lumbering trot they clattered up and down the bare passages, in and out, up and down, as though in search of him. He stood appalled, and then as they drew near entered a small room and stood behind the door as they rushed by. He came out and ran swiftly and noiselessly in the other direction, and in a moment the steps were after him. He found the long corridor and raced along it at top speed. The stairs he knew were at the end, and with the steps close behind he descended them in blind haste. The steps gained on him, and he shrank to the side to let them pass, still continuing his headlong flight. Then suddenly he seemed to slip off the earth into space.

Lester awoke in the morning to find the sunshine streaming into the room, and White sitting up and regarding with some perplexity a badly blistered finger.

Where are the others? inquired Lester. Gone, I suppose, said White. We must have been asleep.

Lester arose, and stretching his stiffened limbs, dusted his clothes with his hands, and went out into the corridor. White followed. At the noise of their approach a figure which had been lying asleep at the other end sat up and revealed the face of Barnes. Why, Ive been asleep, he said in surprise. I dont remember coming here. How did I get here?

Nice place to come for a nap, said Lester, severely, as he pointed to the gap in the balusters. Look there! Another yard and where would you have been?

He walked carelessly to the edge and looked over. In response to his startled cry the others drew near, and all three stood gazing at the dead man below.
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PETERS PENCE

Sailormen dont bother much about their relations, as a rule, said the night-watchman; sometimes because a railway-ticket costs as much as a barrel o beer, and they aint got the money for both, and sometimes because most relations run away with the idea that a sailorman has been knocking about arf over the world just to bring them ome presents.

Then, agin, some relations are partikler about appearances, and they dont like it if a chap dont wear a collar and tidy imself up. Dress is everything nowadays; put me in a top at and a tail-coat, with a twopenny smoke stuck in my mouth, and who would know the difference between me and a lord? Put a bishop in my clothes, and youd ask im to ave a arf-pint as soon as you would me  sooner, praps.

[image: img390.jpg]

Talking of relations reminds me of Peter Russets uncle. Its some years ago now, and Peter and old Sam Small and Ginger Dick ad just come back arter being away for nearly ten months. They ad all got money in their pockets, and they was just talking about the spree they was going to have, when a letter was brought to Peter, wot had been waiting for im at the office.

He didnt like opening it at fust. The last letter he had ad kept im hiding indoors for a week, and then made him ship a fortnight afore e had meant to. He stood turning it over and over, and at last, arter Sam, wot was always a curious man, ad told im that if he didnt open it hed do it for im, he tore it open and read it.

Its from my old uncle, George Goodman, he ses, staring. Why, I aint seen im for over twenty years.

Do you owe im any money? ses Sam.

Peter shook his ead. Hes up in London, he ses, looking at the letter agin, up in London for the fust time in thirty-three years, and he wants to come and stay with me so that I can show im about.

Wot is he? ses Sam.

Hes retired, ses Peter, trying not to speak proud.

Got money? ses Sam, with a start.

I bleeve so, ses Peter, in a off-hand way. I dont spose e lives on air.

Any wives or children? ses Sam.

No, ses Peter. He ad a wife, but she died.

Then you have im, Peter, ses Sam, wot was always looking out for money. Dont throw away a oppertunity like that. Why, if you treat im well he might leave it all to you.

No such luck, ses Peter.

You do as Sam ses, ses Ginger. I wish Id got an uncle.

Well try and give im a good time, ses Sam, and if hes anything like Peter we shall enjoy ourselves.

Yes; but he aint, ses Peter. Hes a very solemn, serious-minded man, and a strong teetotaller. Wot youd call a glass o beer hed call pison. Thats ow he got on. Hes thought a great deal of in is place, I can tell you, but he aint my sort.

Thats a bit orkard, ses Sam, scratching his ead. Same time, it dont do to throw away a chance. If e was my uncle I should pretend to be a teetotaller while e was here, just to please im.

And when you felt like a drink, Peter, ses Ginger, me and Sam would look arter im while you slipped off to get it.

He could ave the room below us, ses Sam. It is empty.

Peter gave a sniff. Wot about you and Ginger? he ses.

Wot about us? ses Sam and Ginger, both together.

Why, youd ave to be teetotallers, too, ses Peter. Woes the good o me pretending to be steady if e sees Ive got pals like you?

Sam scratched his ead agin, ever so long, and at last he ses, Well, mate, he ses, drink dont trouble me nor Ginger. We can do without it, as far as that goes; and we must all take it in turns to keep the old gentleman busy while the others go and get wot they want. Youd better go and take the room downstairs for im, afore it goes.

Peter looked at im in surprise, but that was Sam all over. The idea o knowing a man with money was too much for im, and he sat there giving good advice to Peter about is behavior until Peter didnt know whether it was is uncle or Sams. Owever, he took the room and wrote the letter, and next arternoon at three oclock Mr. Goodman came in a four-wheel cab with a big bag and a fat umbrella. A short, stiffish-built man of about sixty he was, with is top lip shaved and a bit o short gray beard. He ad on a top at and a tail-coat, black kid gloves and a little black bow, and he didnt answer the cabman back a single word.

[image: img391.jpg]

He seemed quite pleased to see Peter, and by and by Sam, who was bursting with curiosity, came down-stairs to ask Peter to lend im a boot-lace, and was interduced. Then Ginger came down to look for Sam, and in a few minutes they was all talking as comfortable as possible.

I aint seen Peter for twenty years, ses Mr. Goodman twenty long years!

Sam shook his ead and looked at the floor.

I happened to go and see Peters sister  my niece Polly, ses Mr. Goodman, and she told me the name of is ship. It was quite by chance, because she told me it was the fust letter she had ad from him in seven years.

I didnt think it was so long as that, ses Peter. Time passes so quick.

His uncle nodded. Ah, so it does, e ses. Its all the same whether we spend it on the foaming ocean or pass our little lives ashore. Afore we can turn round, in a manner o speaking, it as gorn.

The main thing, ses Peter, in a good voice, is to pass it properly.

Then it dont matter, ses Ginger.

So it dont, ses Sam, very serious.

I held im in my arms when e was a baby, ses Mr. Goodman, looking at Peter.

Fond o children? ses Sam.

Mr. Goodman nodded. Fond of everybody, he ses.

Thats ow Peter is, ses Ginger; specially young  

Peter Russet and Sam both turned and looked at im very sharp.

Children, ses Ginger, remembering imself, and teetotallers. I spose it is being a teetotaller imself.

Is Peter a teetotaller? ses Mr. Goodman. Id no idea of it. Wot a joyful thing!

It was your example wot put it into his ead fust, I bleeve, ses Sam, looking at Peter for im to notice ow clever he was.

And then, Sam and Ginger Dick being teetotallers too, ses Peter, we all, natural-like, keep together.

Mr. Goodman said they was wise men, and, arter a little more talk, he said ow would it be if they went out and saw a little bit of the great wicked city? They all said they would, and Ginger got quite excited about it until he found that it meant London.

They got on a bus at Aldgate, and fust of all they went to the British Museum, and when Mr. Goodman was tired o that  and long arter the others was  they went into a place and ad a nice strong cup of tea and a piece o cake each. When they come out o there they all walked about looking at the shops until they was tired out, and arter wot Mr. Goodman said was a very improving evening they all went ome.

Sam and Ginger went ome just for the look o the thing, and arter waiting a few minutes in their room they crept downstairs agin to spend wot was left of the evening. They went down as quiet as mice, but, for all that, just as they was passing Mr. Goodmans room the door opened, and Peter, in a polite voice, asked em to step inside.

We was just thinking youd be dull up there all alone, he ses.

Sam lost is presence o mind, and afore he knew wot e was doing im and Ginger ad walked in and sat down. They sat there for over an hour and a arf talking, and then Sam, with a look at Ginger, said they must be going, because he ad got to call for a pair o boots he ad left to be mended.

Why, Sam, wot are you thinking of? ses Peter, who didnt want anybody to ave wot he couldnt. Why, the shops shut.

I dont think so, ses Sam, glaring at im. Anyway, we can go and see.

Peter said hed go with im, and just as they got to the door Mr. Goodman said hed go too. O course, the shops was shut, and arter Mr. Goodman ad stood on Tower Hill admiring the Tower by moonlight till Sam felt ready to drop, they all walked back. Three times Sams boot-lace come undone, but as the ethers all stopped too to see im do it up it didnt do im much good. Wot with temper and dryness e could ardly bid Peter Good-night.

Sam and Ginger ad something the next morning, but morning aint the time for it; and arter they had ad dinner Mr. Goodman asked em to go to the Zoological Gardens with im. He paid for them all, and he ad a lot to say about kindness to animals and ow you could do anything with em amost by kindness. He walked about the place talking like a book, and when a fat monkey, wot was pretending to be asleep, got a bit o Sams whisker, he said it was ony instink, and the animal had no wish to do im arm.

Very likely thought it was doing you a kindness, Sam, ses Ginger.

Mr. Goodman said it was very likely, afore Sam could speak, and arter walking about and looking at the other things they come out and ad a nice, strong, ot cup o tea, same as they ad the day before, and then walked about, not knowing what to do with themselves.

Sam got tired of it fust, and catching Gingers eye said he thought it was time to get ome in case too much enjoyment wasnt good for em. His idea was to get off with Ginger and make a night of it, and when e found Peter and his uncle was coming too, he began to think that things was looking serious.

I dont want to spile your evening, he says, very perlite. I must get ome to mend a pair o trowsis o mine, but theres no need for you to come.

Ill come and watch you, ses Peters uncle.

And then Im going off to bed early, ses Sam. Me, too, ses Ginger, and Peter said he could hardly keep is eyes open.

They got on a bus, and as Sam was about to foller Ginger and Peter on top, Mr. Goodman took hold of im by the arm and said theyd go inside. He paid two penny fares, and while Sam was wondering ow to tell im that it would be threepence each, the bus stopped to take up a passenger and he got up and moved to the door.

Theyve gone up there, he ses, pointing.

Afore Sam could stop im he got off, and Sam, full o surprise, got off too, and follered im on to the pavement.

Whos gone up there? he ses, as the bus went on agin.

Peter and Mr. Ginger Dick, ses Mr. Good-man. But dont you trouble. You go ome and mend your trowsis.

But theyre on the bus, ses Sam, staring. Dick and Peter, I mean.

Mr. Goodman shook his ead.

They got off. Didnt you see em? he ses. No, ses Sam, Ill swear they didnt.

Well, its my mistake, I spose, ses Peters uncle. But you get off home; Im not tired yet, and Ill walk.

Sam said e wasnt very tired, and he walked along wondering whether Mr. Goodman was quite right in his ead. For one thing, e seemed upset about something or other, and kept taking little peeps at im in a way he couldnt understand at all.

It was nice tea we ad this arternoon, ses Mr. Goodman at last.

De-licious, ses Sam.

Trust a teetotaller for knowing good tea, ses Mr. Goodman. I expect Peter enjoyed it. I spose e is a very strict teetotaller?

Strict aint the word for it, ses Sam, trying to do is duty by Peter. We all are.

Thats right, ses Mr. Goodman, and he pushed his at back and looked at Sam very serious. They walked on a bit further, and then Peters uncle stopped sudden just as they was passing a large public-ouse and looked at Sam.

I dont want Peter to know, cos it might alarm im, he ses, but Ive come over a bit faint. Ill go in ere for arf a minnit and sit down. Youd better wait outside.

Ill come in with you, in case you want help, ses Sam. I dont mind wot people think.

Mr. Goodman tried to persuade im not to, but it was all no good, and at last e walked in and sat down on a tall stool that stood agin the bar, and put his hand to his ead.

I spose we shall ave to ave something, he ses in a whisper to Sam; we cant expect to come in and sit down for nothing. Whatll you take?

Sam looked at im, but he might just as well ha looked at a brass door-knob.

I  I  Ill ave a small ginger-beer, he ses at last, a very small one.

One small ginger, ses Mr. Goodman to the bar-maid, and one special Scotch.

Sam could ardly believe his ears, and he stood there oldin his glass o ginger-beer and watching Peters teetotal uncle drink whiskey, and thought e must be dreaming.

I dessay it seems very shocking to you, ses Mr. Goodman, putting down is glass and dryin is lips on each other, but I find it useful for these attacks.

I  I spose the flavors very nasty? ses Sam, taking a sip at is ginger-beer.

Not exactly wot you could call nasty, ses Mr. Goodman, though I dessay it would seem so to you. I dont suppose you could swallow it.

I dont spose I could, ses Sam, but Ive a good mind to ave a try. If its good for one teetotaller I dont see why it should hurt another.

Mr. Goodman looked at im very hard, and then he ordered a whiskey and stood watching while Sam, arter pretending for a minnit to look at it as though e didnt know wot to do with it, took a sip and let it roll round is mouth.

Well? ses Mr. Goodman, looking at im anxious-like.

It aint so orrid as I ad fancied, ses Sam, lap-ping up the rest very gentle.
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Ave you ad enough to do you all the good it ought to?

Mr. Goodman said that it was no good arf doing a thing, and praps he ad better ave one more; and arter Sam ad paid for the next two they went out arm-in-arm.

Ow cheerful everybody looks! ses Mr. Good-man, smiling.

Theyre going to amuse theirselves, I expect, ses Sam music-alls and such-like.

Mr. Goodman shook his ead at em.

Music-alls aint so bad as some people try to make out, ses Sam.

Look ere; I took some drink to see what the flavor was like; suppose you go to a music-all to see wot thats like?

It seems ony fair, ses Peters uncle, considering.

It is fair, ses Sam, and twenty minutes arterwards they was sitting in a music-all drinking each others ealths and listening to the songs  Mr. Goodman with a big cigar in is mouth and his at cocked over one eye, and Sam beating time to the music with is pipe.

Ow do you like it? he ses.

Mr. Goodman didnt answer im because e was joining in the chorus with one side of is mouth and keeping is cigar alight with the other. He just nodded at im; but e looked so appy that Sam felt it was a pleasure to sit there and look at im.

I wonder wot Peter and Ginger is doin? he ses, when the song was finished.

I dont know, ses Mr. Goodman, and, wots more, I dont care. If Id ad any idea that Peter was like wot he is I should never ave wrote to im. I cant think ow you can stand im.

He aint so bad, ses Sam, wondering whether he ought to tell im arf of wot Peter really was like.

Bad! ses Mr. Goodman. I come up to London for a oliday  a change, mind you  and I thought Peter and me was going to ave a good time. Instead o that, he goes about with a face as long as a fiddle. He dont drink, e dont go to places of amusement  innercent places of amusement  and is idea of enjoying life is to go walking about the streets and drinking cups o tea.

We must try and alter im, ses Sam, arter doing a bit o thinking.

Certainly not, ses Mr. Goodman, laying his and on Sams knee. Far be it from me to interfere with a feller-creatures ideas o wots right. Besides, he might get writing to is sister agin, and she might tell my wife.

But Peter said she was dead, ses Sam, very puzzled.

I married agin, ses Peters uncle, in a whisper, cos people was telling im to keep quiet, a tartar  a perfect tartar. Shes in a orsepittle at present, else I shouldnt be ere. And I shouldnt ha been able to come if I adnt found five pounds wot shed hid in a match-box up the chimbley.

But wotll you do when she finds it out? ses Sam, opening is eyes.

Im going to ave the house cleaned and the chimbleys swept to welcome her ome, ses Mr. Goodman, taking a sip o whiskey. Itll be a little surprise for her.

They stayed till it was over, and on the bus he gave Sam some strong peppermint lozenges wot e always carried about with im, and took some imself. He said e found em helpful.

What are we going to tell Peter and Ginger? ses Sam, as they got near the ouse.

Tell em? ses Mr. Goodman. Tell em the truth. How we follered em when they got off the bus, and ave been looking for em ever since. Im not going to ave my oliday spoilt by a teetotal nevvy, I can tell you.

He started on Peter, wot was sitting on his bed with Ginger waiting for them, the moment he got inside, and all Ginger and Peter could say didnt make any difference.

Mr. Small see you as plain as what I did, he ses.

Plainer, ses Sam.

But I tell you we come straight ome, ses Ginger, and weve been waiting for you ere ever since.

Mr. Goodman shook his ead at im. Say no more about it, he ses, in a kind voice. I dessay its rather tiresome for young men to go about with two old ones, and in future, if you and Peter keep together, me and my friend Mr. Small will do the same.

Sam shook ands with im, and though Peter tried his ardest to make im alter his mind it was no good. His uncle patted im on the shoulder, and said theyd try it for a few days, at any rate, and Ginger, wot thought it was a very good idea, backed im up. Everybody seemed pleased with the idea except Peter Russet, but arter Sam ad told im in private wot a high opinion is uncle ad got of im, and ow well off he was, e gave way.

They all enjoyed the next evening, and Sam and Mr. Goodman got on together like twin brothers. They went to a place of amusement every night, and the ony unpleasantness that happened was when Peters uncle knocked a chemists shop up at a quarter-past twelve one night to buy a pennorth o peppermint lozenges.

They ad four of the appiest evenings together that Sam ad ever known; and Mr. Goodman would ave been just as appy too if it hadnt ha been for the thoughts o that five pounds. The more e thought of it the more unlikely it seemed that is wife would blame it on to the sweep, and one night he took the match-box out of is pocket and shook his ead over it till Sam felt quite sorry for im.

Dont take up your troubles afore they come, he ses. Orsepittles are dangerous places.

Mr. Goodman cheered up a bit at that, but he got miserable agin the next night because is money was getting low and he wanted another week in London.

Ive got seven shillings and fourpence and two stamps left, he ses. Where its all gone to I cant think.

Dont you worry about that, ses Sam. Ive got a pound or two left yet.

No, I aint going to be a burden on you, ses Mr. Goodman, but another week I must ave, so I must get the money somehow. Peter cant spend much, the way he goes on.

Sam gave a little cough.

Ill get a pound or two out of im, ses Mr. Goodman.

Sam coughed agin. Wont he think it rather funny? he ses, arter a bit.

Not if its managed properly, ses Mr. Good-man, thinking ard. Ill tell you ow well do it. To-morrow morning, while we are eating of our breakfast, you ask me to lend you a pound or two.

Sam, what ad just taken up is glass for a drink, put it down agin and stared at im.

But I dont want no money, he ses; and, besides, you avent got any.

You do as I tell you, ses Mr. Goodman, and when youve got it, you hand it over to me, see? Ask me to lend you five pounds.

Sam thought as ow the whiskey ad got to Mr. Goodmans ead at last. Owever, to pacify im he promised to do wot e was told, and next morning, when they was all at breakfast, he looks over and catches Mr. Goodmans eye.

I wonder if I might be so bold as to ask a favor of you? he ses.

Certainly, ses Peters uncle, and glad I shall be to oblige you. There is no man Ive got a greater respect for.

Thankee, ses Sam. The fact is, Ive run a bit short owing to paying a man some money I owed im. If you could lend me five pounds, I couldnt thank you enough.

Mr. Goodman put down is knife and fork and wrinkled up is forehead.

Im very sorry, he ses, feeling in is pockets; do you want it to-day?

Yes; I should like it, ses Sam.

Its most annoying, ses Mr. Goodman, but I was so afraid o pickpockets that I didnt bring much away with me. If you could wait till the day arter to-morrow, when my money is sent to me, you can ave ten if you like.

Youre very kind, ses Sam, but that ud be too late for me. I must try and get it somewhere else. Peter and Ginger went on eating their breakfast, but every time Peter looked up he caught is uncle looking at im in such a surprised and disappointed sort o way that e didnt like the look of it at all.

I could just do it for a couple o days, Sam, he ses at last, but itll leave me very short.

Thats right, ses his uncle, smiling. My nevvy, Peter Russet, will lend it to you, Mr. Small, of is own free will. He as offered afore he was asked, and thats the proper way to do it, in my opinion.

He reached acrost the table and shook ands with Peter, and said that generosity ran in their family, and something seemed to tell im as Peter wouldnt lose by it. Everybody seemed pleased with each other, and arter Ginger Dick and Peter ad gone out Mr. Goodman took the five pounds off of old Sam and stowed em away very careful in the match-box.

[image: img393.jpg]

Its nice to ave money agin, he ses. Theres enough for a weeks enjoyment here.

Yes, ses Sam, slow-like; but wot I want to know is, wot about the day arter to-morrow, when Peter expects is money?

Mr. Goodman patted im on the shoulder. Dont you worry about Peters troubles, he ses. I know exactly wot to do; its all planned out. Now Im going to ave a lay down for an hour  I didnt get much sleep last night  and if youll call me at twelve oclock well go somewhere. Knock loud.

He patted im on the shoulder agin, and Sam, arter fidgeting about a bit, went out. The last time he ever see Peters uncle he was laying on the bed with is eyes shut, smiling in his sleep. And Peter Russet didnt see Sam for eighteen months.


THE HEAD OF THE FAMILY

Mr. Letts had left his ship by mutual arrangement, and the whole of the crew had mustered to see him off and to express their sense of relief at his departure. After some years spent in long voyages, he had fancied a trip on a coaster as a change, and, the schooner Curlew having no use for a ships carpenter, had shipped as cook. He had done his best, and the unpleasant epithets that followed him along the quay at Dunchurch as he followed in the wake of his sea-chest were the result. Master and mate nodded in grim appreciation of the crews efforts.
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He put his chest up at a seamens lodging-house, and, by no means perturbed at this sudden change in his fortunes, sat on a seat overlooking the sea, with a cigarette between his lips, forming plans for his future. His eyes closed, and he opened them with a start to find that a middle-aged woman of pleasant but careworn appearance had taken the other end of the bench.

Fine day, said Mr. Letts, lighting another cigarette.

The woman assented and sat looking over the sea.

Ever done any cooking? asked Mr. Letts, presently.

Plenty, was the surprised reply. Why?

I just wanted to ask you how long you would boil a bit o beef, said Mr. Letts. Only from curiosity; I should never ship as cook again.

He narrated his experience of the last few days, and, finding the listener sympathetic, talked at some length about himself and his voyages; also of his plans for the future.

I lost my son at sea, said the woman, with a sigh. You favor him rather.

Mr. Lettss face softened. Sorry, he said. Sorry you lost him, I mean.

At least, I suppose he would have been like you, said the other; but its nine years ago now. He was just sixteen.

Mr. Letts  after a calculation  nodded. Just my age, he said. I was twenty-five last March.

Sailed for Melbourne, said the woman. My only boy.

Mr. Letts cleared his throat, sympathetically.

His father died a week after he sailed, continued the other, and three months afterwards my boys ship went down. Two years ago, like a fool, I married again. I dont know why Im talking to you like this. I suppose it is because you remind me of him.

You talk away as much as you like, said Mr. Letts, kindly. Ive got nothing to do.

He lit another cigarette, and, sitting in an attitude of attention, listened to a recital of domestic trouble that made him congratulate himself upon remaining single.

Since I married Mr. Green I cant call my soul my own, said the victim of matrimony as she rose to depart. If my poor boy had lived things would have been different. His father left the house and furniture to him, and thats all my second married me for, Im sure. That and the bit o money that was left to me. Hes selling some of my boys furniture at this very moment. Thats why I came out; I couldnt bear it.

Praps hell turn up after all, said Mr. Letts. Never say die.

Mrs. Green shook her head.

I spose, said Mr. Letts, regarding her I spose you dont let lodgings for a night or two? Mrs. Green shook her head again.

It dont matter, said the young man. Only I would sooner stay with you than at a lodging-house. Ive taken a fancy to you. I say, it would be a lark if you did, and I went there and your husband thought I was your son, wouldnt it?

Mrs. Green caught her breath, and sitting down again took his arm in her trembling fingers.

Suppose, she said, unsteadily suppose you came round and pretended to be my son  pretended to be my son, and stood up for me?

Mr. Letts stared at her in amazement, and then began to laugh.

Nobody would know, continued the other, quickly. We only came to this place just before he sailed, and his sister was only ten at the time. She wouldnt remember.

Mr. Letts said he couldnt think of it, and sat staring, with an air of great determination, at the sea. Arguments and entreaties left him unmoved, and he was just about to express his sorrow for her troubles and leave, when she gave a sudden start and put her arm through his.

Here comes your sister! she exclaimed.

Mr. Letts started in his turn.

She has seen me holding your arm, continued Mrs. Green, in a tense whisper. Its the only way I can explain it. Mind, your name is Jack Foster and hers is Betty.

Mr. Letts gazed at her in consternation, and then, raising his eyes, regarded with much approval the girl who was approaching. It seemed impossible that she could be Mrs. Greens daughter, and in the excitement of the moment he nearly said so.

Betty, said Mrs. Green, in a voice to which nervousness had imparted almost the correct note Betty, this is your brother Jack!

Mr. Letts rose sheepishly, and then to his great amazement a pair of strong young arms were flung round his neck, and a pair of warm lips  after but slight trouble  found his. Then and there Mr. Lettss mind was made up.
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Oh, Jack! said Miss Foster, and began to cry softly.

Oh, Jack! said Mrs. Green, and, moved by thoughts, perhaps, of what might have been, began to cry too.

There, there! said Mr. Letts.

He drew Miss Foster to the seat, and, sitting between them, sat with an arm round each. There was nothing in sight but a sail or two in the far distance, and he allowed Miss Fosters head to lie upon his shoulder undisturbed. An only child, and an orphan, he felt for the first time the blessing of a sisters love.

Why didnt you come home before? murmured the girl.

Mr. Letts started and squinted reproachfully at the top of her hat. Then he turned and looked at Mrs. Green in search of the required information. He was shipwrecked, said Mrs. Green.

I was shipwrecked, repeated Mr. Letts, nodding.

And had brain-fever after it through being in the water so long, and lost his memory, continued Mrs. Green.

Its wonderful what water will do  salt water, said Mr. Letts, in confirmation.

Miss Foster sighed, and, raising the hand which was round her waist, bent her head and kissed it. Mr. Letts colored, and squeezed her convulsively.

Assisted by Mrs. Green he became reminiscent, and, in a low voice, narrated such incidents of his career as had escaped the assaults of the brain-fever. That his head was not permanently injured was proved by the perfect manner in which he remembered incidents of his childhood narrated by his newly found mother and sister. He even volunteered one or two himself which had happened when the latter was a year or two old.

And now, said Mrs. Green, in a somewhat trembling voice, we must go and tell your step-father.

Mr. Letts responded, but without briskness, and, with such moral support as an arm of each could afford, walked slowly back. Arrived at a road of substantial cottages at the back of the town, Mrs. Green gasped, and, coming to a standstill, nodded at a van that stood half-way up the road.

There it is, she exclaimed.

What? demanded Mr. Letts.

The furniture I told you about, said Mrs. Green. The furniture that your poor father thought such a lot of, because it used to belong to his grandfather. Hes selling it to Simpson, though I begged and prayed him not to.

Mr. Letts encouraged himself with a deep cough. My furniture? he demanded.

Mrs. Green took courage. Yes, she said, hope-fully; your father left it to you.

Mr. Letts, carrying his head very erect, took a firmer grip of their arms and gazed steadily at a disagreeable-looking man who was eying them in some astonishment from the doorway. With arms still linked they found the narrow gateway somewhat difficult, but they negotiated it by a turning movement, and, standing in the front garden, waited while Mrs. Green tried to find her voice.
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Jack, she said at last, this is your stepfather.

Mr. Letts, in some difficulty as to the etiquette on such occasions, released his right arm and extended his hand.

Good-evening, stepfather, he said, cheerfully.

Mr. Green drew back a little and regarded him unfavorably.

We  we thought you was drowned, he said at last.

I was nearly, said Mr. Letts.

We all thought so, pursued Mr. Green, grudgingly. Everybody thought so.

He stood aside, as a short, hot-faced man, with a small bureau clasped in his arms and supported on his knees, emerged from the house and staggered towards the gate. Mr. Letts reflected.

Halloa! he said, suddenly. Why, are you moving, mother?

Mrs. Green sniffed sadly and shook her head. Well, said Mr. Letts, with an admirable stare, whats that chap doing with my furniture?

Eh? spluttered Mr. Green. What?

I say, whats he doing with my furniture? repeated Mr. Letts, sternly.

Mr. Green waved his arm. Thats all right, he said, conclusively; hes bought it. Your mother knows.

But it aint all right, said Mr. Letts. Here! bring that back, and those chairs too.

The dealer, who had just placed the bureau on the tail-board of the van, came back wiping his brow with his sleeve.

Wots the little game? he demanded.

Mr. Letts left the answer to Mr. Green, and going to the van took up the bureau and walked back to the house with it. Mr. Green and the dealer parted a little at his approach, and after widening the parting with the bureau he placed it in the front room while he went back for the chairs. He came back with three of them, and was, not without reason, called a porcupine by the indignant dealer.

He was relieved to find, after Mr. Simpson had taken his departure, that Mr. Green was in no mood for catechising him, and had evidently accepted the story of his escape and return as a particularly disagreeable fact. So disagreeable that the less he heard of it the better.

I hope youve not come home after all these years to make things unpleasant? he remarked presently, as they sat at tea.

I couldnt be unpleasant if I tried, said Mr. Letts.

Weve been very happy and comfortable here  me and your mother and sister, continued Mr. Green. Havent we, Emily?

Yes, said his wife, with nervous quickness.

And I hope youll be the same, said Mr. Green. Its my wish that you should make yourself quite comfortable here  till you go to sea again.

Thankee, said Mr. Letts; but I dont think I shall go to sea any more. Ships carpenter is my trade, and Ive been told more than once that I should do better ashore. Besides, I dont want to lose mother and Betty again.

He placed his arm round the girls waist, and, drawing her head on to his shoulder, met with a blank stare the troubled gaze of Mrs. Green.

Im told theres wonderful openings for carpenters in Australia, said Mr. Green, trying to speak in level tones. Wonderful! A good carpenter can make a fortune there in ten years, so Im told.

Mr. Letts, with a slight wink at Mrs. Green and a reassuring squeeze with his left arm, turned an attentive ear.

O course, theres a difficulty, he said, slowly, as Mr. Green finished a vivid picture of the joys of carpentering in Australia.

Difficulty? said the other.

Money to start with, explained Mr. Letts. Its no good starting without money. I wonder how much this house and furniture would fetch? Is it all mine, mother?

M-m-most of it, stammered Mrs. Green, gazing in a fascinated fashion at the contorted visage of her husband.

All except a chair in the kitchen and three stair-rods, said Betty.

Speak when youre spoke to, miss! snarled her stepfather. When we married we mixed our furniture up together  mixed it up so that it would be impossible to tell which is which. Nobody could.

For the matter o that, you could have all the kitchen chairs and all the stair-rods, said Mr. Letts, generously. However, I dont want to do anything in a hurry, and I shouldnt dream of going to Australia without Betty. It rests with her.

Shes going to be married, said Mr. Green, hastily; and if she wasnt she wouldnt turn her poor, ailing mother out of house and home, that I`m certain of. Shes not that sort. Weve had a word or two at times  me and her  but I know a good daughter when I see one.

Married? echoed Mr. Letts, as his left arm relaxed its pressure. Who to?

Young fellow o the name of Henry Widden, replied Mr. Green, a very steady young fellow; a great friend of mine.

Oh! said Mr. Letts, blankly.

Id got an idea, which Ive been keeping as a little surprise, continued Mr. Green, speaking very rapidly, of them living here with us, and saving house-rent and furniture.

Mr. Letts surveyed him with a dejected eye.

It would be a fine start for them, continued the benevolent Mr. Green.

Mr. Letts, by a strong effort, regained his composure.

I must have a look at him first, he said, briskly. He mightnt meet with my approval.

Eh? said Mr. Green, starting. Why, if Betty  

I must think it over, interrupted Mr. Letts, with a wave of his hand. Betty is only nineteen, and, as head of the family, I dont think she can marry without my consent. Im not sure, but I dont think so. Anyway, if she does, I wont have her husband here sitting in my chairs, eating off my tables, sleeping in my beds, wearing out my stair-rods, helping himself  

Stow it, said Miss Foster, calmly.

Mr. Letts started, and lost the thread of his discourse. I must have a look at him, he concluded, lamely; he may be all right, but then, again, he mightnt.

He finished his tea almost in silence, and, the meal over, emphasized his position as head of the family by taking the easy-chair, a piece of furniture sacred to Mr. Green, and subjecting that injured man to a catechism which strained his powers of endurance almost to breaking-point.

Well, I shant make any change at present, said Mr. Letts, when the task was finished. Theres plenty of room here for us all, and, so long as you and me agree, things can go on as they are. To-morrow morning I shall go out and look for a job.

He found a temporary one almost at once, and, determined to make a favorable impression, worked hard all day. He came home tired and dirty, and was about to go straight to the wash-house to make his toilet when Mr. Green called him in.

My friend, Mr. Widden, he said, with a satisfied air, as he pointed to a slight, fair young man with a well-trimmed moustache.

Mr. Letts shook hands.

Fine day, said Mr. Widden.

Beautiful, said the other. Ill come in and have a talk about it when Ive had a wash.

Me and Miss Foster are going out for a bit of a stroll, said Mr. Widden.

Quite right, agreed Mr. Letts. Much more healthy than staying indoors all the evening. If you just wait while I have a wash and a bit o something to eat Ill come with you.

Co-come with us! said Mr. Widden, after an astonished pause.

Mr. Letts nodded. You see, I dont know you yet, he explained, and as head of the family I want to see how you behave yourself. Properly speaking, my consent ought to have been asked before you walked out with her; still, as everybody thought I was drowned, Ill say no more about it.

Mr. Green knows all about me, said Mr. Widden, rebelliously.

Its nothing to do with him, declared Mr. Letts. And, besides, hes not what I should call a judge of character. I dare say you are all right, but Im going to see for myself. You go on in the ordinary way with your love-making, without taking any notice of me. Try and forget Im watching you. Be as natural as you can be, and if you do anything I dont like Ill soon tell you of it.

The bewildered Mr. Widden turned, but, reading no hope of assistance in the infuriated eyes of Mr. Green, appealed in despair to Betty.

I dont mind, she said. Why should I?

Mr. Widden could have supplied her with many reasons, but he refrained, and sat in sulky silence while Mr. Letts got ready. From his point of view the experiment was by no means a success, his efforts to be natural being met with amazed glances from Mr. Letts and disdainful requests from Miss Foster to go home if he couldnt behave himself. When he relapsed into moody silence Mr. Letts cleared his throat and spoke.

Theres no need to be like a monkey-on-a-stick, and at the same time theres no need to be sulky, he pointed out; theres a happy medium.

Like you, I spose? said the frantic suitor. Like me, said the other, gravely. Now, you watch; fall in behind and watch.

He drew Miss Fosters arm through his and, leaning towards her with tender deference, began a long conversation. At the end of ten minutes Mr. Widden intimated that he thought he had learned enough to go on with.

Ah! thats only your conceit, said Mr. Letts over his shoulder. I was afraid you was conceited.

He turned to Miss Foster again, and Mr. Widden, with a despairing gesture, abandoned himself to gloom. He made no further interruptions, but at the conclusion of the walk hesitated so long on the door-step that Mr. Letts had to take the initiative.

Good-night, he said, shaking hands. Come round to-morrow night and Ill give you another lesson. Youre a slow learner, thats what you are; a slow learner.

He gave Mr. Widden a lesson on the following evening, but cautioned him sternly against imitating the display of brotherly fondness of which, in a secluded lane, he had been a wide-eyed observer.

When youve known her as long as I have  nineteen years, said Mr. Letts, as the other protested, thingsll be a bit different. I might not be here, for one thing.

By exercise of great self-control Mr. Widden checked the obvious retort and walked doggedly in the rear of Miss Foster. Then, hardly able to believe his ears, he heard her say something to Mr. Letts.

Eh? said that gentleman, in amazed accents.

You fall behind, said Miss Foster.

That  thats not the way to talk to the head of the family, said Mr. Letts, feebly.

Its the way I talk to him, rejoined the girl.

It was a position for which Mr. Letts was totally unprepared, and the satisfied smile of Mr. Widden as he took the vacant place by no means improved matters. In a state of considerable dismay Mr. Letts dropped farther and farther behind until, looking up, he saw Miss Foster, attended by her restive escort, quietly waiting for him. An odd look in her eyes as they met his gave him food for thought for the rest of the evening.

At the end of what Mr. Letts was pleased to term a months trial, Mr. Widden was still unable to satisfy him as to his fitness for the position of brother-in-law. In a spirit of gloom he made suggestions of a mutinous nature to Mr. Green, but that gentleman, who had returned one day pale and furious, but tamed, from an interview that related to his treatment of his wife, held out no hopes of assistance.

I wash my hands of him, he said bitterly. You stick to it; thats all you can do.

They lost me last night, said the unfortunate. I stayed behind just to take a stone out of my shoe, and the earth seemed to swallow them up. Hes so strong. Thats the worst of it.

Strong? said Mr. Green.

Mr. Widden nodded. Tuesday evening he showed her how he upset a man once and stood him on his head, he said, irritably. I was what he showed her with.

Stick to it! counselled Mr. Green again. A brother and sister are bound to get tired of each other before long; its nature.

Mr. Widden sighed and obeyed. But brother and sister showed no signs of tiring of each others company, while they displayed unmistakable signs of weariness with his. And three weeks later Mr. Letts, in a few well-chosen words, kindly but firmly dismissed him.

I should never give my consent, he said, gravely, so its only wasting your time. You run off and play.

Mr. Widden ran off to Mr. Green, but before he could get a word out discovered that something unusual had happened. Mrs. Green, a picture of distress, sat at one end of the room with a handkerchief to her eyes; Mr. Green, in a condition compounded of joy and rage, was striding violently up and down the room.

Hes a fraud! he shouted. A fraud! Ive had my suspicions for some time, and this evening I got it out of her.

Mr. Widden stared in amazement.

I got it out of her, repeated Mr. Green, pointing at the trembling woman. Hes no more her son than what you are.

What? said the amazed listener.

Shes been deceiving me, said Mr. Green, with a scowl, but I dont think shell do it again in a hurry. You stay here, he shouted, as his wife rose to leave the room. I want you to be here when he comes in.

Mrs. Green stayed, and the other two, heedless of her presence, discussed the situation until the front door was heard to open, and Mr. Letts and Betty came into the room. With a little cry the girl ran to her mother.

Whats the matter? she cried.

Shes lost another son, said Mr. Green, with a ferocious sneer a flash, bullying, ugly chap of the name o Letts.

Halloa! said Mr. Letts, starting.

A chap she picked up out of the street, and tried to pass off on me as her son, continued Mr. Green, raising his voice. She aint heard the end of it yet, I can tell you.

Mr. Letts fidgeted. You leave her alone, he said, mildly. Its true Im not her son, but it dont matter, because Ive been to see a lawyer about her, and he told me that this house and half the furniture belongs by law to Betty. Its got nothing to do with you.

Indeed! said Mr. Green. Now you take yourself off before I put the police on to you. Take your face off these premises.

Mr. Letts, scratching his head, looked vaguely round the room.

Go on! vociferated Mr. Green. Or will you have the police to put you out?

Mr. Letts cleared his throat and moved towards the door. You stick up for your rights, my girl, he said, turning to Betty. If he dont treat your mother well, give him back his kitchen chair and his three stair-rods and pack him off.

Henry, said Mr. Green, with dangerous calm, go and fetch a policeman.

Im going, said Mr. Letts, hastily. Good-by, Betty; good-by, mother. I shant be long. Im only going as far as the post-office. And that reminds me. Ive been talking so much that I quite forget to tell you that Betty and me were married yesterday morning.

He nodded pleasantly at the stupefied Mr. Green, and, turning to Mr. Widden, gave him a friendly dig in the ribs with his finger.

Whats mine is Bettys, he said, in a clear voice, and whats Bettys is MINE! Dye understand, step-father?

He stepped over to Mrs. Green, and putting a strong arm around her raised her to her feet. And whats mine is mothers, he concluded, and, helping her across the room, placed her in the best arm-chair.
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PRIZE MONEY

The old man stood by the window, gazing at the frozen fields beyond. The sign of the Cauliflower was stiff with snow, and the breath of a pair of waiting horses in a wagon beneath ascended in clouds of steam.
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Amusements he said slowly, as he came back with a shiver and, resuming his seat by the tap-room fire, looked at the wayfarer who had been idly questioning him. Claybury men dont have much time for amusements. The last one I can call to mind was Bill Chambers being nailed up in a pig-sty he was cleaning out, but there was such a fuss made over that  by Bill  that it sort o disheartened people.

He got up again restlessly, and, walking round the table, gazed long and hard into three or four mugs.

Sometimes a little gets left in them, he explained, meeting the strangers inquiring glance. The latter started, and, knocking on the table with the handle of his knife, explained that he had been informed by a man outside that his companion was the bitterest teetotaller in Claybury.

Thats one o Bob Prettys larks, said the old man, flushing. I see you talking to im, and I thought as ow he warnt up to no good. Biggest rascal in Claybury, he is. Ive said so afore, and Ill say so agin.

He bowed to the donor and buried his old face in the mug.

A poacher! he said, taking breath. A thief! he continued, after another draught. I wonder whether Smith spilt any of this a-carrying of it in?

He put down the empty mug and made a careful examination of the floor, until a musical rapping on the table brought the landlord into the room again.

My best respects, he said, gratefully, as he placed the mug on the settle by his side and slowly filled a long clay pipe. Next time you see Bob Pretty ask im wot happened to the prize hamper. Hes done a good many things has Bob, but itll be a long time afore Claybury menll look over that.

It was Henery Walkers idea. Henery ad been away to see an uncle of is wifes wot had money and nobody to leave it to  leastways, so Henery thought when he wasted his money going over to see im  and he came back full of the idea, which he ad picked up from the old man.

We each pay twopence a week till Christmas, he ses, and we buy a hamper with a goose or a turkey in it, and bottles o rum and whiskey and gin, as far as the moneyll go, and then we all draw lots for it, and the one that wins has it.

It took a lot of explaining to some of em, but Smith, the landlord, helped Henery, and in less than four days twenty-three men had paid their tuppences to Henery, who ad been made the seckitary, and told him to hand them over to Smith in case he lost his memory.

Bob Pretty joined one arternoon on the quiet, and more than one of em talked of aving their money back, but, arter Smith ad explained as ow he would see fair play, they thought better of it.

Hell ave the same chance as all of you, he ses. No more and no less.

Id feel more easy in my mind, though, ife wasnt in it, ses Bill Chambers, staring at Bob. I never knew im to lose anything yet.

You dont know everything, Bill, ses Bob, shaking his ead. You dont know me; else you wouldnt talk like that. Ive never been caught doing wrong yet, and I ope I never shall.

Its all right, Bill, ses George Kettle. Mr. Smithll see fair, and Id sooner win Bob Prettys money than anybodys.

I ope you will, mate, ses Bob; thats what I joined for.

Bobs money is as good as anybody elses, ses George Kettle, looking round at the others. It dont signify to me where he got it from.

Ah, I dont like to hear you talk like that George, ses Bob Pretty. Ive thought more than once that you ad them ideas.

He drank up his beer and went off ome, shaking his cad, and, arter three or four ofem ad explained to George Kettle wot he meant, George went off ome, too.

The week afore Christmas, Smith, the landlord, said as ow he ad got enough money, and three days arter we all came up ere to see the prize drawn. It was one o the biggest hampers Smith could get; and there was a fine, large turkey in it, a large goose, three pounds o pork sausages, a bottle o whiskey, a bottle o rum, a bottle o brandy, a bottle o gin, and two bottles o wine. The hamper was all decorated with holly, and a little flag was stuck in the top.

Ony men as belonged was allowed to feel the turkey and the goose, and arter a time Smith said as ow praps theyd better leave off, and e put all the things back in the hamper and fastened up the lid.

How are we going to draw the lottery? ses John Biggs, the blacksmith.

Therell be twenty-three bits o paper, ses Smith, and theyll be numbered from one to twenty-three. Then theyll be twisted up all the same shape and put in this ere paper bag, which I shall old as each man draws. The chap that draws the paper with the figger on it wins.

He tore up twenty-three bits o paper all about the same size, and then with a black-lead pencil e put the numbers on, while everybody leaned over im to see fair play. Then he twisted every bit o paper up and held them in his and.

Is that satisfactory? he ses.

Couldnt be fairer, ses Bill Chambers.

Mind, ses Smith, putting them into a tall paper bag that had ad sugar in it and shaking them up, Number I wins the prize. Whos going to draw fust?

All of em hung back and looked at each other; they all seemed to think theyd ave a better chance when there wasnt so many numbers left in the bag.

Come on, ses Smith, the landlord. Some-body must be fust.

Go on, George Kettle, ses Bob Pretty. Youre sure to win. I ad a dream you did.

Go on yourself, ses George.

I never ave no luck, ses Bob; but if Henery Walker will draw fust, Ill draw second. Somebody must begin.

O course they must, ses Henery, and if youre so anxious why dont you ave fust try?

Bob Pretty tried to laugh it off, but they wouldnt ave it, and at last he takes out a pocket-andkerchief and offers it to Smith, the landlord.

All right, Ill go fust if youll blindfold me, he ses.

There aint no need for that, Bob, ses Mr. Smith. You cant see in the bag, and even if you could it wouldnt help you.

Never mind; you blindfold me, ses Bob; itll set a good example to the others.

Smith did it at last, and when Bob Pretty put his and in the bag and pulled out a paper you might ha heard a pin drop.

Open it and see what number it is, Mr. Smith, ses Bob Pretty. Twenty-three, I expect; I never ave no luck.

Smith rolled out the paper, and then e turned pale and is eyes seemed to stick right out of his ead.

Hes won it! he ses, in a choky voice. Its Number I. Bob Pretty as won the prize.
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You never eard such a noise in this ere public-ouse afore or since; everybody shouting their ardest, and Bill Chambers stamping up and down the room as if hed gone right out of his mind.

Silence! ses Mr. Smith, at last. Silence! How dare you make that noise in my ouse, giving it a bad name? Bob Pretty as won it fair and square. Nothing could ha been fairer. You ought to be ashamed o yourselves.

Bob Pretty wouldnt believe it at fust. He said that Smith was making game of im, and, when Smith held the paper under is nose, he kept the handkerchief on his eyes and wouldnt look at it.

Ive seen you afore to-day, he says, nodding his ead. I like a joke as well as anybody, but it aint fair to try and make fun of a pore, ard-working man like that.

I never see a man so astonished in my life as Bob Pretty was, when e found out it was really true. He seemed fair mazed-like, and stood there scratching his ead, as if he didnt know where e was. He come round at last, arter a pint o beer that Smith ad stood im, and then he made a little speech, thanking Smith for the fair way he ad acted, and took up the hamper.

Strewth, it is heavy, he ses, getting it up on his back. Well, so long, mates.

Aint you  aint you going to stand us a drink out o one o them bottles? ses Peter Gubbins, as Bob got to the door.

Bob Pretty went out as if he didnt ear; then he stopped, sudden-like, and turned round and put his ead in at the door agin, and stood looking at em.

No, mates, he ses, at last, and I wonder at you for asking, arter what youve all said about me. Im a pore man, but Ive got my feelings. I drawed fust becos nobody else would, and all the thanks I get for it is to be called a thief.

He went off down the road, and by and by Bill Chambers, wot ad been sitting staring straight in front of im, got up and went to the door, and stood looking arter im like a man in a dream. None of em seemed to be able to believe that the lottery could be all over so soon, and Bob Pretty going off with it, and when they did make up their minds to it, it was one o the most miserable sights you ever see. The idea that they ad been paying a pint a week for Bob Pretty for months nearly sent some of em out of their minds.

It cant be elped, ses Mr. Smith. He ad the pluck to draw fust, and he won; anybody else might ha done it. He gave you the offer, George Kettle, and you, too, Henery Walker.

Henery Walker was too low-spirited to answer im; and arter Smith ad said Hush! to George Kettle three times, he up and put im outside for the sake of the ouse.

When e came back it was all quiet and everybody was staring their ardest at little Dicky Weed, the tailor, who was sitting with his head in his ands, thinking, and every now and then taking them away and looking up at the ceiling, or else leaning forward with a start and looking as if e saw something crawling on the wall.

Wots the matter with you? ses Mr. Smith.

Dicky Weed didnt answer im. He shut his eyes tight and then e jumps up all of a sudden. Ive got it! he says. Wheres that bag?

Wot bag? ses Mr. Smith, staring at im. The bag with the papers in, ses Dicky.

Where Bob Pretty ought to be, ses Bill Chambers. On the fire.

Wot? screams Dicky Weed. Now youve been and spoilt everything!

Speak English, ses Bill.

I will! ses Dicky, trembling all over with temper. Who asked you to put it on the fire? Who asked you to put yourself forward? I see it all now, and its too late.

Wots too late? ses Sam Tones.

When Bob Pretty put his and in that bag, ses Dicky Weed, holding up is finger and looking at them, hed got a bit o paper already in it  a bit o paper with the figger I on it. Thats ow he done it. While we was all watching Mr. Smith, he was getting is own bit o paper ready.

He ad to say it three times afore they understood im, and then they went down on their knees and burnt their fingers picking up bits o paper that ad fallen in the fireplace. They found six pieces in all, but not one with the number they was looking for on it, and then they all got up and said wot ought to be done to Bob Pretty.

You cant do anything, ses Smith, the landlord. You cant prove it. After all, its only Dickys idea.

Arf-a-dozen of em all began speaking at once, but Bill Chambers gave em the wink, and pretended to agree with im.

Were going to have that hamper back, he ses, as soon as Mr. Smith ad gone back to the bar, but it wont do to let im know. He dont like to think that Bob Pretty was one too many for im.

Lets all go to Bob Prettys and take it, ses Peter Gubbins, wot ad been in the Militia.

Dicky Weed shook his ead. Hed ave the lor on us for robbery, he ses; theres nothing hed like better.

They talked it over till closing-time, but nobody seemed to know wot to do, and they stood outside in the bitter cold for over arf an hour still trying to make up their minds ow to get that hamper back. Fust one went off ome and then another, and at last, when there was ony three or four of em left, Henery Walker, wot prided himself on is artfulness, ad an idea.

One of us must get Bob Pretty up ere to-morrow night and stand im a pint, or praps two pints, he ses. While hes here two other chaps must ave a row close by his ouse and pretend to fight. Mrs. Pretty and the young uns are sure to run out to look at it, and while they are out another chap can go in quiet-like and get the hamper.

It seemed a wunnerful good idea, and Bill Chambers said so; and e flattered Henery Walker up until Henery didnt know where to look, as the saying is.

And wots to be done with the hamper when weve got it? ses Sam Jones.

Have it drawed for agin, ses Henery. Itll ave to be done on the quiet, o course.

Sam Jones stood thinking for a bit. Burn the hamper and draw lots for everything separate, e ses, very slow. If Bob Pretty ses its is turkey and goose and spirits, tell im to prove it. We shant know nothing about it.

Henery Walker said it was a good plan; and arter talking it over they walked ome all very pleased with theirselves. They talked it over next day with the other chaps; and Henery Walker said arterwards that praps it was talked over a bit too much.

It took em some time to make up their minds about it, but at last it was settled that Peter Gubbins was to stand Bob Pretty the beer; Ted Brown, who was well known for his ot temper, and Joe Smith was to ave the quarrel; and Henery Walker was to slip in and steal the hamper, and ide the things up at his place.

Bob Pretty fell into the trap at once. He was standing at is gate in the dark, next day, smoking a pipe, when Peter Gubbins passed, and Peter, arter stopping and asking im for a light, spoke about is luck in getting the hamper, and told im he didnt bear no malice for it.

You ad the pluck to draw fust, he ses, and you won.

Bob Pretty said he was a Briton, and arter a little more talk Peter asked im to go and ave a pint with im to show that there was no ill-feeling. They came into this ere Cauliflower public-ouse like brothers, and in less than ten minutes everybody was making as much fuss o Bob Pretty as if ed been the best man in Claybury.

Arter all, a man cant elp winning a prize, ses Bill Chambers, looking round.

I couldnt, ses Bob.

He sat down and elped hisself out o Sam Joness baccy-box; and one or two got up on the quiet and went outside to listen to wot was going on down the road. Everybody was wondering wot was happening, and when Bob Pretty got up and said e must be going, Bill Chambers caught old of him by the coat and asked im to have arf a pint with im.

Bob had the arf-pint, and arter that another one with Sam Jones, and then e said e really must be going, as his wife was expecting im. He pushed Bill Chamberss at over his eyes  a thing Bill cant abear  and arter filling is pipe agin from Sam Joness box he got up and went.

Mind you, ses Bill Chambers, looking round, if e comes back and ses somebody as taken his hamper, nobody knows nothing about it.

I ope Henery Walker as got it all right, ses Dicky Weed. When shall we know?

Hell come up ere and tell us, ses Bill Chambers. Its time e was here, amost.

Five minutes arterwards the door opened and Henery Walker came staggering in. He was as white as a sheet, his at was knocked on one side of his ead, and there was two or three nasty-looking scratches on is cheek. He came straight to Bill Chamberss mug  wot ad just been filled  and emptied it, and then e sat down on a seat gasping for breath.
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Wots the matter, Henery? ses Bill, staring at im with is mouth open.

Henery Walker groaned and shook his ead. Didnt you get the hamper? ses Bill, turning pale. Henery Walker shook his ead agin.

Shut up! he ses, as Bill Chambers started finding fault. I done the best I could. Nothing could ha appened better  to start with. Directly Ted Brown and Joe Smith started, Mrs. Pretty and her sister, and all the kids excepting the baby, run out, and theyd ardly gone afore I was inside the back door and looking for that hamper, and Id hardly started afore I heard them coming back agin. I was at the foot o the stairs at the time, and, not knowing wot to do, I went up em into Bobs bedroom.

Well? ses Bill Chambers, as Henery Walker stopped and looked round.

Amost direckly arterwards I eard Mrs. Pretty and her sister coming upstairs, ses Henery Walker, with a shudder. I was under the bed at the time, and afore I could say a word Mrs. Pretty gave a loud screech and scratched my face something cruel. I thought shed gone mad.

Youve made a nice mess of it! ses Bill Chambers.

Mess! ses Henery, firing up. Wot would you ha done?

I should ha managed diffrent, ses Bill Chambers. Did she know who you was?

Know who I was? ses Henery. O course she did. Its my belief that Bob knew all about it and told er wot to do.

Well, youve done it now, Henery, ses Bill Chambers. Still, thats your affair.

Ho, is it? ses Henery Walker. You ad as much to do with it as I ad, excepting that you was sitting up ere in comfort while I was doing all the work. Its a wonder to me I got off as well as I did.

Bill Chambers sat staring at im and scratching his ead, and just then they all eard the voice of Bob Pretty, very distinct, outside, asking for Henery Walker. Then the door opened, and Bob Pretty, carrying his ead very igh, walked into the room.

Wheres Henery Walker? he ses, in a loud voice.
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Henery Walker put down the empty mug wot hed been pretending to drink out of and tried to smile at im.

Halloa, Bob! he ses.

What was you doing in my ouse? ses Bob Pretty, very severe.

I  I just looked in to see whether you was in, Bob, ses Henery.

Thats why you was found under my bed, I spose? ses Bob Pretty. I want a straight answer, Henery Walker, and I mean to ave it, else Im going off to Cudford for Policeman White.

I went there to get that hamper, ses Henery Walker, plucking up spirit. You won it unfair last night, and we determined for to get it back. So now you know.

I call on all of you to witness that, ses Bob, looking round. Henery Walker went into my ouse to steal my hamper. He ses so, and it wasnt is fault he couldnt find it. Im a pore man and I cant afford such things; I sold it this morning, a bargain, for thirty bob.

Well, then theres no call to make a fuss over it, Bob, ses Bill Chambers.

I sold it for thirty bob, ses Bob Pretty, and when I went out this evening I left the money on my bedroom mantelpiece  one pound, two arf-crowns, two two-shilling pieces, and two sixpences. My wife and her sister both saw it there. That theyll swear to.

Well, wot about it? ses Sam Jones, staring at im.

Arter my pore wife ad begged and prayed Henery Walker on er bended knees to spare er life and go, ses Bob Pretty, she looked at the mantel-piece and found the money ad disappeared.

Henery Walker got up all white and shaking and flung is arms about, trying to get is breath.

Do you mean to say I stole it? he ses, at last.

O course I do, ses Bob Pretty. Why, you said yourself afore these witnesses and Mr. Smith that you came to steal the hamper. Wots the difference between stealing the hamper and the money I sold it for?

Henery Walker tried for to answer im, but he couldnt speak a word.

I left my pore wife with er apron over her ead sobbing as if her art would break, ses Bob Pretty; not because o the loss of the money so much, but to think of Henery Walker doing such a thing  and aving to go to jail for it.

I never touched your money, and you know it, ses Henery Walker, finding his breath at last. I dont believe it was there. You and your wife ud swear anything.

As you please, Henery, ses Bob Pretty. Only Im going straight off to Cudford to see Policeman White; hell be glad of a job, I know. Theres three of us to swear to it, and you was found under my bed.

Let bygones be bygones, Bob, ses Bill Chambers, trying to smile at im.

No, mate, ses Bob Pretty. Im going to ave my rights, but I dont want to be ard on a man Ive known all my life; and if, afore I go to my bed to-night, the thirty shillings is brought to me, I wont say as I wont look over it.

He stood for a moment shaking his ead at them, and then, still holding it very igh, he turned round and walked out.

He never left no money on the mantelpiece, ses Sam Jones, at last.

Dont you believe it. You go to jail, Henery.

Anything sooner than be done by Bob Pretty, ses George Kettle.

Theres not much doing now, Henery, ses Bill Chambers, in a soft voice.

Henery Walker wouldnt listen to em, and he jumped up and carried on like a madman. His idea was for em all to club together to pay the money, and to borrow it from Smith, the landlord, to go on with. They wouldnt ear of it at fust, but arter Smith ad pointed out that they might ave to go to jail with Henery, and said things about is license, they gave way. Bob Pretty was just starting off to see Policeman White when they took the money, and instead o telling im wot they thought of im, as they ad intended, Henery Walker ad to walk alongside of im and beg and pray of im to take the money. He took it at last as a favor to Henery, and bought the hamper back with it next morning  cheap. Leastways, he said so.


DOUBLE DEALING

Mr. Fred Carter stood on the spacious common, inhaling with all the joy of the holiday-making Londoner the salt smell of the sea below, and regarding with some interest the movements of a couple of men who had come to a stop a short distance away. As he looked they came on again, eying him closely as they approached  a strongly built, shambling man of fifty, and a younger man, evidently his son.
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Good-evening, said the former, as they came abreast of Mr. Carter.

Good-evening, he replied.

Thats him, said both together.

They stood regarding him in a fashion unmistakably hostile. Mr. Carter, with an uneasy smile, awaited developments.

What have you got to say for yourself? demanded the elder man, at last. Do you call yourself a man?

I dont call myself anything, said the puzzled Mr. Carter. Perhaps youre mistaking me for somebody else.

Didnt I tell you, said the younger man, turning to the other didnt I tell you hed say that?

He can say what he likes, said the other, but weve got him now. If he gets away from me hell be cleverer than what he thinks he is.

What are we to do with him now weve got him? inquired his son.

The elder man clenched a huge fist and eyed Mr. Carter savagely. If I was just considering myself, he said, I should hammer him till I was tired and then chuck him into the sea.

His son nodded. That wouldnt do Nancy much good, though, he remarked.

I want to do everything for the best, said the other, and I spose the right and proper thing to do is to take him by the scruff of his neck and run him along to Nancy.

You try it, said Mr. Carter, hotly. Who is Nancy?

The other growled, and was about to aim a blow at him when his son threw himself upon him and besought him to be calm.

Just one, said his father, struggling, only one. It would do me good; and perhaps hed come along the quieter for it.

Look here! said Mr. Carter. Youre mistaking me for somebody else, thats what you are doing. What am I supposed to have done?

Youre supposed to have come courting my daughter, Mr. Somebody Else, said the other, re-leasing himself and thrusting his face into Mr. Carters, and, after getting her promise to marry you, nipping off to London to arrange for the wedding. Shes been mourning over you for four years now, having an idea that you had been made away with.

Being true to your memory, you skunk, said the son.

And wont look at decent chaps that want to marry her, added the other.

Its all a mistake, said Mr. Carter. I came down here this morning for the first time in my life.

Bring him along, said the son, impatiently. Its a waste of time talking to him.

Mr. Carter took a step back and parleyed. Ill come along with you of my own free will, he said, hastily, just to show you that you are wrong; but I wont be forced.

He turned and walked back with them towards the town, pausing occasionally to admire the view. Once he paused so long that an ominous growl arose from the elder of his captors.

I was just thinking, said Mr. Carter, eying him in consternation; suppose that she makes the same mistake that you have made? Oh, Lord!

Keeps it up pretty well, dont he, Jim? said the father.

The other grunted and, drawing nearer to Mr. Carter as they entered the town, stepped along in silence. Questions which Mr. Carter asked with the laudable desire of showing his ignorance concerning the neighborhood elicited no reply. His discomfiture was increased by the behavior of an elderly boatman, who, after looking at him hard, took his pipe from his mouth and bade him Good-evening. Father and son exchanged significant glances.
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They turned at last into a small street, and the elder man, opening the door of a neat cottage, laid his hand on the prisoners shoulder and motioned him in. Mr. Carter obeyed, and, entering a spotless living-room, removed his hat and with affected composure seated himself in an easy-chair.

Ill go up and tell Nan, said Jim. Dont let him run away.

He sprang up the stairs, which led from a corner of the room, and the next moment the voice of a young lady, laboring under intense excitement, fell on the ears of Mr. Carter. With a fine attempt at unconcern he rose and inspected an aged engraving of The Sailors Return.

Shell be down in a minute, said Jim, returning

Praps its as well that I didnt set about him, after all, said his father. If I had done what I should like to do, his own mother wouldnt have known him.

Mr. Carter sniffed defiantly and, with a bored air, resumed his seat. Ten minutes passed  fifteen; at the end of half an hour the elder mans impatience found vent in a tirade against the entire sex.

Shes dressing up; thats what it is, explained Jim. For him!

A door opened above and a step sounded on the stairs. Mr. Carter looked up uneasily, and, after the first sensation of astonishment had passed, wondered vaguely what his double had run away for. The girl, her lips parted and her eyes bright, came swiftly down into the room.

Where is he? she said, quickly.

Eh? said her father, in surprise. Why, there! Cant you see?

The light died out of the girls face and she looked round in dismay. The watchful Mr. Carter thought that he also detected in her glance a spice of that temper which had made her relatives so objectionable.

That! she said, loudly. That! Thats not my Bert!

Thats what I told em, said Mr. Carter, deferentially, over and over again.

What! said her father, loudly. Look again.

If I looked all night it wouldnt make any difference, said the disappointed Miss Evans. The idea of making such a mistake!

Were all liable to mistakes, said Mr. Carter, magnanimously, even the best of us.

You take a good look at him, urged her brother, and dont forget that its four years since you saw him. Isnt that Berts nose?

No, said the girl, glancing at the feature in question, not a bit like it. Bert had a beautiful nose.

Look at his eyes, said Jim.

Miss Evans looked, and meeting Mr. Carters steady gaze tossed her head scornfully and endeavored to stare him down. Realizing too late the magnitude of the task, but unwilling to accept defeat, she stood confronting him with indignant eyes.

Well? said Mr. Evans, misunderstanding.

Not a bit like, said his daughter, turning thank-fully. And if you dont like Bert, you neednt insult him.

She sat down with her back towards Mr. Carter and looked out at the window.

Well, I could ha sworn it was Bert Simmons, said the discomfited Mr. Evans.

Me, too, said his son. Id ha sworn to him anywhere. Its the most extraordinary likeness Ive ever seen.

He caught his fathers eye, and with a jerk of his thumb telegraphed for instructions as to the disposal of Mr. Carter.

He can go, said Mr. Evans, with an attempt at dignity; he can go this time, and I hope that thisll be a lesson to him not to go about looking like other people. If he does, next time, praps, he wont escape so easy.

Youre quite right, said Mr. Carter, blandly. Ill get a new face first thing to-morrow morning. I ought to have done it before.

He crossed to the door and, nodding to the fermenting Mr. Evans, bowed to the profile of Miss Evans and walked slowly out. Envy of Mr. Simmons was mingled with amazement at his deplorable lack of taste and common sense. He would willingly have changed places with him. There was evidently a strong likeness, and  

Busy with his thoughts he came to a standstill in the centre of the footpath, and then, with a sudden air of determination, walked slowly back to the house.

Yes? said Mr. Evans, as the door opened and the face of Mr. Carter was thrust in. What have you come back for?

The other stepped into the room and closed the door softly behind him. I have come back, he said, slowly I have come back because I feel ashamed of myself.

Ashamed of yourself? repeated Mr. Evans, rising and confronting him.

Mr. Carter hung his head and gazed nervously in the direction of the girl. I cant keep up this deception, he said, in a low but distinct voice. I am Bert Simmons. At least, that is the name I told you four years ago.

I knew I hadnt made a mistake, roared Mr. Evans to his son. I knew him well enough. Shut the door, Jim. Dont let him go.

I dont want to go, said Mr. Carter, with a glance in the direction of Nancy. I have come back to make amends.

Fancy Nancy not knowing him! said Jim, gazing at the astonished Miss Evans.

She was afraid of getting me into trouble, said Mr. Carter, and I just gave her a wink not to recognize me; but she knew me well enough, bless her.

How dare you! said the girl, starting up. Why, Ive never seen you before in my life.

All right, Nan, said the brazen Mr. Carter; but its no good keeping it up now. Ive come back to act fair and square.

Miss Evans struggled for breath.

There he is, my girl, said her father, patting her on the back. Hes not much to look at, and he treated you very shabby, but if you want him I suppose you must have him.

Want him? repeated the incensed Miss Evans. Want him? I tell you its not Bert. How dare he come here and call me Nan?

You used not to mind it, said Mr. Carter, plaintively.

I tell you, said Miss Evans, turning to her father and brother, its not Bert. Do you think I dont know?

Well, he ought to know who he is, said her father, reasonably.

Of course I ought, said Mr. Carter, smiling at her. Besides, what reason should I have for saying I am Bert if I am not?

Thats a fair question, said Jim, as the girl bit her lip. Why should he?

Ask him, said the girl, tartly.

Look here, my girl, said Mr. Evans, in ominous accents. For four years youve been grieving over Bert, and me and Jim have been hunting high and low for him. Weve got him at last, and now youve got to have him.

If he dont run away again, said Jim. I wouldnt trust him farther than I could see him.

Mr. Evans sat and glowered at his prospective son-in-law as the difficulties of the situation developed themselves. Even Mr. Carters reminders that he had come back and surrendered of his own free will failed to move him, and he was hesitating between tying him up and locking him in the attic and hiring a man to watch him, when Mr. Carter himself suggested a way out of the difficulty.

Ill lodge with you, he said, and Ill give you all my money and things to take care of. I cant run away without money.

He turned out his pockets on the table. Seven pounds eighteen shillings and fourpence with his re-turn ticket made one heap; his watch and chain, penknife, and a few other accessories another. A suggestion of Jims that he should add his boots was vetoed by the elder man as unnecessary.

There you are, said Mr. Evans, sweeping the things into his own pockets; and the day you are married I hand them back to you.

His temper improved as the evening wore on. By the time supper was finished and his pipe alight he became almost jocular, and the coldness of Miss Evans was the only drawback to an otherwise enjoyable evening.

Just showing off a little temper, said her father, after she had withdrawn; and wants to show she aint going to forgive you too easy. Not but what you behaved badly; however, let bygones be bygones, thats my idea.

The behavior of Miss Evans was so much better next day that it really seemed as though her fathers diagnosis was correct. At dinner, when the men came home from work, she piled Mr. Carters plate up so generously that her father and brother had ample time at their disposal to watch him eat. And when he put his hand over his glass she poured half a pint of good beer, that other men would have been thankful for, up his sleeve.

[image: img404.jpg]

She was out all the afternoon, but at tea time she sat next to Mr. Carter, and joined brightly in the conversation concerning her marriage. She addressed him as Bert, and when he furtively pressed her hand beneath the table-cloth she made no attempt to withdraw it.

I cant think how it was you didnt know him at first, said her father. Youre usually wide-awake enough.

Silly of me, said Nancy; but I am silly sometimes.

Mr. Carter pressed her hand again, and gazing tenderly into her eyes received a glance in return which set him thinking. It was too cold and calculating for real affection; in fact, after another glance, he began to doubt if it indicated affection at all.

Its like old times, Bert, said Miss Evans, with an odd smile. Do you remember what you said that afternoon when I put the hot spoon on your neck?

Yes, was the reply.

What was it? inquired the girl.

I wont repeat it, said Mr. Carter, firmly.

He was reminded of other episodes during the meal, but, by the exercise of tact and the plea of a bad memory, did fairly well. He felt that he had done very well indeed when, having cleared the tea-things away, Nancy came and sat beside him with her hand in his. Her brother grunted, but Mr. Evans, in whom a vein of sentiment still lingered, watched them with much satisfaction.

Mr. Carter had got possession of both hands and was murmuring fulsome flatteries when the sound of somebody pausing at the open door caused them to be hastily withdrawn.

Evening, Mr. Evans, said a young man, putting his head in. Why, halloa! Bert! Well, of all the  

Halloa! said Mr. Carter, with attempted enthusiasm, as he rose from his chair.

I thought you was lost, said the other, stepping in and gripping his hand. I never thought I was going to set eyes on you again. Well, this is a surprise. You aint forgot Joe Wilson, have you?

Course I havent, Joe, said Mr. Carter. Id have known you anywhere.

He shook hands effusively, and Mr. Wilson, after a little pretended hesitation, accepted a chair and began to talk about old times.

I lay you aint forgot one thing, Bert, he said at last.

Whats that? inquired the other.

That arf-quid I lent you, said Mr. Wilson.

Mr. Carter, after the first shock of surprise, pretended to think, Mr. Wilson supplying him with details as to time and place, which he was in no position to dispute. He turned to Mr. Evans, who was still acting as his banker, and, after a little hesitation, requested him to pay the money. Conversation seemed to fail somewhat after that, and Mr. Wilson, during an awkward pause, went off whistling.

Same old Joe, said Mr. Carter, lightly, after he had gone. He hasnt altered a bit.

Miss Evans glanced at him, but said nothing. She was looking instead towards a gentleman of middle age who was peeping round the door indulging in a waggish game of peep-bo with the unconscious Mr. Carter. Finding that he had at last attracted his attention, the gentleman came inside and, breathing somewhat heavily after his exertions, stood before him with outstretched hand.
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How goes it? said Mr. Carter, forcing a smile and shaking hands.

Hes grown better-looking than ever, said the gentleman, subsiding into a chair.

So have you, said Mr. Carter. I should hardly have known you.

Well, I m glad to see you again, said the other in a more subdued fashion. Were all glad to see you back, and I ope that when the wedding cake is sent out therell be a bit for old Ben Prout.

Youll be the first, Ben, said Mr. Carter, quickly.

Mr. Prout got up and shook hands with him again. It only shows what mistakes a man can make, he said, resuming his seat. It only shows how easy it is to misjudge ones fellow-creeturs. When you went away sudden four years ago, I says to myself, Ben Prout, I says, make up your mind to it, that two quid has gorn.

The smile vanished from Mr. Carters face, and a sudden chill descended upon the company.

Two quid? he said, stiffly. What two quid?

The two quid I lent you, said Mr. Prout, in a pained voice.

When? said Mr. Carter, struggling.

When you and I met him that evening on the pier, said Miss Evans, in a matter-of-fact voice.

Mr. Carter started, and gazed at her uneasily. The smile on her lip and the triumphant gleam in her eye were a revelation to him. He turned to Mr. Evans and in as calm a voice as he could assume, requested him to discharge the debt. Mr. Prout, his fingers twitching, stood waiting Well, its your money, said Mr. Evans, grudgingly extracting a purse from his trouser-pocket; and I suppose you ought to pay your debts; still  

He put down two pounds on the table and broke off in sudden amazement as Mr. Prout, snatching up the money, bolted headlong from the room. His surprise was shared by his son, but the other two made no sign. Mr. Carter was now prepared for the worst, and his voice was quite calm as he gave instructions for the payment of the other three gentlemen who presented claims during the evening endorsed by Miss Evans. As the last departed Mr. Evans, whose temper had been gradually getting beyond his control, crossed over and handed him his watch and chain, a few coppers, and the return half of his railway ticket.

I think we can do without you, after all, he said, breathing thickly. Ive no doubt you owe money all over England. Youre a cadger, thats what you are.

He pointed to the door, and Mr. Carter, after twice opening his lips to speak and failing, blundered towards it. Miss Evans watched him curiously.

Cheats never prosper, she said, with gentle severity.

Good-by, said Mr. Carter, pausing at the door.

Its your own fault, continued Miss Evans, who was suffering from a slight touch of conscience. If you hadnt come here pretending to be Bert Simmons and calling me Nan as if you had known me all my life, I wouldnt have done it.

It doesnt matter, said Mr. Carter. I wish I was Bert Simmons, thats all. Good-by.

Wish you was! said Mr. Evans, who had been listening in open-mouthed astonishment. Look here! Man to man  are you Bert Simmons or are you not?

No, said Mr. Carter.

Of course not, said Nancy.

And you didnt owe that money?

Nobody owed it, said Nancy. It was done just to punish him.

Mr. Evans, with a strange cry, blundered towards the door. Ill have that money out of em, he roared, if I have to hold em up and shake it out of their trouser-pockets. You stay here.

He hurried up the road, and Jim, with the set face of a man going into action against heavy odds, followed him.

Your father told me to stay, said Mr. Carter, coming farther into the room.

Nancy looked up at him through her eyelashes. You need not unless you want to, she said, very softly.


KEEPING UP APPEARANCES

Everybody is superstitious, said the night-watchman, as he gave utterance to a series of chirruping endearments to a black cat with one eye that had just been using a leg of his trousers as a serviette; if that cat ad stole some mens suppers theyd have acted foolish, and suffered for it all the rest of their lives.

He scratched the cat behind the ear, and despite himself his face darkened. Slung it over the side, they would, he said, longingly, and chucked bits o coke at it till it sank. As I said afore, everybody is superstitious, and those that aint ought to be night-watchmen for a time  that ud cure em. I knew one man that killed a black cat, and arter that for the rest of his life he could never get three sheets in the wind without seeing its ghost. Spoilt his life for im, it did.

He scratched the cats other ear. I only left it a moment, while I went round to the Bulls Head, he said, slowly filling his pipe, and I thought Id put it out o reach. Some men  

His fingers twined round the animals neck; then, with a sigh, he rose and took a turn or two on the jetty.

Superstitiousness is right and proper, to a certain extent, he said, resuming his seat; but, o course, like everything else, some people carry it too far  theyd believe anything. Weak-minded they are, and if youre in no hurry I can tell you a tale of a pal o mine, Bill Burtenshaw by name, thatll prove my words.
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His mother was superstitious afore im, and always knew when er friends died by hearing three loud taps on the wall. The ony mistake she ever made was one night when, arter losing no less than seven friends, she found out it was the man next door hanging pictures at three oclock in the morning. She found it out by im hitting is thumb-nail.

For the first few years arter he grew up Bill went to sea, and that ony made im more superstitious than ever. Him and a pal named Silas Winch went several vyges together, and their talk used to be that creepy that some o the chaps was amost afraid to be left on deck alone of a night. Silas was a long-faced, miserable sort o chap, always looking on the black side o things, and shaking his ead over it. He thought nothing o seeing ghosts, and pore old Ben Huggins slept on the floor for a week by reason of a ghost with its throat cut that Silas saw in his bunk. He gave Silas arf a dollar and a neck-tie to change bunks with im.

When Bill Burtenshaw left the sea and got married he lost sight of Silas altogether, and the ony thing he ad to remind him of im was a piece o paper which they ad both signed with their blood, promising that the fust one that died would appear to the other. Bill agreed to it one evenin when he didnt know wot he was doing, and for years arterwards e used to get the cold creeps down is back when he thought of Silas dying fust. And the idea of dying fust imself gave im cold creeps all over.

Bill was a very good husband when he was sober, but is money was two pounds a week, and when a man has all that and ony a wife to keep out of it, its natural for im to drink. Mrs. Burtenshaw tried all sorts o ways and means of curing im, but it was no use. Bill used to think o ways, too, knowing the arm the drink was doing im, and his favrite plan was for is missis to empty a bucket o cold water over im every time he came ome the worse for licker. She did it once, but as she ad to spend the rest o the night in the back yard it wasnt tried again.

Bill got worse as he got older, and even made away with the furniture to get drink with. And then he used to tell is missis that he was drove to the pub because his ome was so uncomfortable.

Just at that time things was at their worst Silas Winch, who appened to be ashore and ad got Bills address from a pal, called to see im. It was a Saturday arternoon when he called, and, o course, Bill was out, but is missis showed him in, and, arter fetching another chair from the kitchen, asked im to sit down.

Silas was very perlite at fust, but arter looking round the room and seeing ow bare it was, he gave a little cough, and he ses, I thought Bill was doing well? he ses.
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So he is, ses Mrs. Burtenshaw.

Silas Winch coughed again.

I suppose he likes room to stretch imself about in? he ses, looking round.

Mrs. Burtenshaw wiped er eyes and then, knowing ow Silas had been an old friend o Bills, she drew er chair a bit closer and told him ow it was. A better usband, when hes sober, you couldnt wish to see, she ses, wiping her eyes agin. Hed give me anything  if he ad it.

Silass face got longer than ever. As a matter o fact, he ses, Im a bit down on my luck, and I called round with the ope that Bill could lend me a bit, just till I can pull round.

Mrs. Burtenshaw shook her ead.

Well, I spose I can stay and see im? ses Silas. Me and im used to be great pals at one time, and manys the good turn Ive done him. Wot timell he be ome?

Any time after twelve, ses Mrs. Burtenshaw; but youd better not be here then. You see, im being in that condition, he might think you was your own ghost come according to promise and be frightened out of is life. Hes often talked about it.

Silas Winch scratched his head and looked at er thoughtful-like.

Why shouldnt he mistake me for a ghost? he ses at last; the shock might do im good. And, if you come to that, why shouldnt I pretend to be my own ghost and warn im off the drink?

Mrs. Burtenshaw got so excited at the idea she couldnt ardly speak, but at last, arter saying over and over agin she wouldnt do such a thing for worlds, she and Silas arranged that he should come in at about three oclock in the morning and give Bill a solemn warning. She gave im her key, and Silas said hed come in with his air and cap all wet and pretend hed been drowned.

Its very kind of you to take all this trouble for nothing, ses Mrs. Burtenshaw as Silas got up to go.

Dont mention it, ses Silas. It aint the fust time, and I dont suppose itll be the last, that Ive put myself out to help my feller-creeturs. We all ought to do wot we can for each other.

Mind, if he finds it out, ses Mrs. Burtenshaw, all of a tremble, I dont know nothing about it. Praps to make it more life-like Id better pretend not to see you.

Praps it would be better, ses Silas, stopping at the street door. All I ask is that youll ide the poker and anything else that might be laying about handy. And you ad better oil the lock so as the key wont make a noise.

Mrs. Burtenshaw shut the door arter im, and then she went in and ad a quiet sit-down all by erself to think it over. The only thing that comforted et was that Bill would be in licker, and also that e would believe anything in the ghost line.

It was past twelve when a couple o pals brought him ome, and, arter offering to fight all six of em, one after the other, Bill hit the wall for getting in is way, and tumbled upstairs to bed. In less than ten minutes e was fast asleep, and pore Mrs. Burtenshaw, arter trying her best to keep awake, fell asleep too.

She was woke up suddenly by a noise that froze the marrer in er bones  the most art-rending groan she ad ever heard in er life; and, raising her ead, she saw Silas Winch standing at the foot of the bed. He ad done his face and hands over with wot is called loominous paint, his cap was pushed at the back of his ead, and wet wisps of air was hanging over his eyes. For a moment Mrs. Burtenshaws art stood still and then Silas let off another groan that put her on edge all over. It was a groan that seemed to come from nothing amost until it spread into a roar that made the room tremble and rattled the jug in the wash-stand basin. It shook everything in the room but Bill, and he went on sleeping like an infant. Silas did two more groans, and then e leaned over the foot o the bed, and stared at Bill, as though e couldnt believe his eyesight.
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Try a squeaky one, ses Mrs. Burtenshaw.

Silas tried five squeaky ones, and then he ad a fit o coughing that would ha woke the dead, as they say, but it didnt wake Bill.

Now some more deep ones, ses Mrs. Burtenshaw, in a wisper.

Silas licked his lips  forgetting the paint  and tried the deep ones agin.

Now mix em a bit, ses Mrs. Burtenshaw.

Silas stared at her. Look ere, he ses, very short, do you think Im a fog-horn, or wot?

He stood there sulky for a moment, and then e invented a noise that nothing living could miss hearing; even Bill couldnt. He moved in is sleep, and arter Silas ad done it twice more he turned and spoke to is missis about it. Dye hear? he ses; stop it. Stop it at once.

Mrs. Burtenshaw pretended to be asleep, and Bill was just going to turn over agin when Silas let off another groan. It was ony a little one this time, but Bill sat up as though he ad been shot, and he no sooner caught sight of Silas standing there than e gave a dreadful owl and, rolling over, wropped imself up in all the bed-clothes e could lay his ands on. Then Mrs. Burtenshaw gave a owl and tried to get some of em back; but Bill, thinking it was the ghost, only held on tighter than ever.

Bill! ses Silas Winch, in an awful voice.

Bill gave a kick, and tried to bore a hole through the bed.

Bill, ses Silas agin, why dont you answer me? Ive come all the way from the bottom of the Pacific Ocean to see you, and this is all I get for it. Havent you got anything to say to me?

Good-by, ses Bill, in a voice all smothered with the bed-clothes.

Silas Winch groaned agin, and Bill, as the shock ad made amost sober, trembled all over.

The moment I died, ses Silas, I thought of my promise towards you. Bills expecting me, I ses, and, instead of staying in comfort at the bottom of the sea, I kicked off the body of the cabin-boy wot was clinging round my leg, and ere I am.

It was very  t-t-thoughtful  of you  Silas, ses Bill; but you always  w-w-was  thoughtful. Good-by

Afore Silas could answer, Mrs. Burtenshaw, who felt more comfortable, aving got a bit o the clothes back, thought it was time to put er spoke in.

Lor bless me, Bill, she ses. Wotever are you a-talking to yourself like this for? Ave you been dreaming?

Dreaming! ses pore Bill, catching hold of her and and gripping it till she nearly screamed. I wish I was. Cant you see it?

See it? ses his wife. See wot?

The ghost, ses Bill, in a orrible whisper; the ghost of my dear, kind old pal, Silas Winch. The best and noblest pal a man ever ad. The kindest-arted  

Rubbish, ses Mrs. Burtenshaw. Youve been dreaming. And as for the kindest-arted pal, why Ive often heard you say

Hsh! ses Bill. I didnt. Ill swear I didnt. I never thought of such a thing.

You turn over and go to sleep, ses his wife, hiding your ead under the clothes like a child thats afraid o the dark! Theres nothing there, I tell you. Wot next will you see, I wonder? Last time it was a pink rat.

This is fifty million times worse than pink rats, ses Bill. I ony wish it was a pink rat.

I tell you there is nothing there, ses his wife. Look!

Bill put his ead up and looked, and then e gave a dreadful scream and dived under the bed-clothes agin.

Oh, well, ave it your own way, then, ses his wife. If it pleases you to think there is a ghost there, and to go on talking to it, do so, and welcome.

She turned over and pretended to go to sleep agin, and arter a minute or two Silas spoke agin in the same hollow voice.

Bill! he ses.

Yes, ses Bill, with a groan of his own.

She cant see me, ses Silas, and she cant ear me; but Im ere all right. Look!

I ave looked, ses Bill, with his ead still under the clothes.

We was always pals, Bill, you and me, ses Silas; many a vyge ave we had together, mate, and now Im a-laying at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean, and you are snug and appy in your own warm bed. I ad to come to see you, according to promise, and over and above that, since I was drowned my eyes ave been opened. Bill, youre drinking yourself to death!

I  I  didnt know it, ses Bill, shaking all over. Ill knock it  off a bit, and  thank you  for  w-w-warning me. G-G-Good-by.

Youll knock it off altogether, ses Silas Winch, in a awful voice. Youre not to touch another drop of beer, wine, or spirits as long as you live. Dye hear me?

Not  not as medicine? ses Bill, holding the clothes up a bit so as to be more distinct.

Not as anything, ses Silas; not even over Christmas pudding. Raise your right arm above your ead and swear by the ghost of pore Silas Winch, as is laying at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean, that you wont touch another drop.

Bill Burtenshaw put is arm up and swore it.

Then e took is arm in agin and lay there wondering wot was going to appen next.

If you ever break your oath by ony so much as a teaspoonful, ses Silas, youll see me agin, and the second time you see me youll die as if struck by lightning. No man can see me twice and live.

Bill broke out in a cold perspiration all over. Youll be careful, wont you, Silas? he ses. Youll remember you ave seen me once, I mean?

And theres another thing afore I go, ses Silas. Ive left a widder, and if she dont get elp from some one shell starve.

Pore thing, ses Bill. Pore thing.

If you ad died afore me, ses Silas, I should ave looked arter your good wife  wot Ive now put in a sound sleep  as long as I lived.

Bill didnt say anything.

I should ave given er fifteen shillings a week, ses Silas.

Ow much? ses Bill, nearly putting his ead up over the clothes, while is wife almost woke up with surprise and anger.

Fifteen shillings, ses Silas, in is most awful voice. Youll save that over the drink.

I  Ill go round and see her, ses Bill. She might be one o these ere independent 277

I forbid you to go near the place, ses Silas. Send it by post every week; 15 Shap Street will find her. Put your arm up and swear it; same as you did afore.

Bill did as e was told, and then e lay and trembled, as Silas gave three more awful groans.

Farewell, Bill, he ses. Farewell. I am going back to my bed at the bottom o the sea. So long as you keep both your oaths I shall stay there. If you break one of em or go to see my pore wife I shall appear agin. Farewell! Farewell! Farewell!

Bill said Good-by, and arter a long silence he ventured to put an eye over the edge of the clothes and discovered that the ghost ad gone. He lay awake for a couple o hours, wondering and saying over the address to himself so that he shouldnt forget it, and just afore it was time to get up he fell into a peaceful slumber. His wife didnt get a wink, and she lay there trembling with passion to think ow shed been done, and wondering ow she was to alter it.

Bill told er all about it in the morning; and then with tears in his eyes e went downstairs and emptied a little barrel o beer down the sink. For the fust two or three days e went about with a thirst that hed ha given pounds for if ed been allowed to satisfy it, but arter a time it went off, and then, like all teetotallers, e began to run down drink and call it pison.
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The fust thing e did when e got his money on Friday was to send off a post-office order to Shap Street, and Mrs. Burtenshaw cried with rage and ad to put it down to the headache. She ad the headache every Friday for a month, and Bill, wot was feeling stronger and better than he ad done for years, felt quite sorry for her.

By the time Bill ad sent off six orders she was worn to skin and bone amost a-worrying over the way Silas Winch was spending her money. She dursnt undeceive Bill for two reasons: fust of all, because she didnt want im to take to drink agin; and secondly, for fear of wot he might do to er if e found out ow shed been deceiving im.

She was laying awake thinking it over one night while Bill was sleeping peaceful by her side, when all of a sudden she ad an idea. The more she thought of it the better it seemed; but she laid awake for ever so long afore she dared to do more than think. Three or four times she turned and looked at Bill and listened to im breathing, and then, trembling all over with fear and excitement, she began er little game.

He did send it, she ses, with a piercing scream. He did send it.

W-w-wots the matter? ses Bill, beginning to wake up.

Mrs. Burtenshaw didnt take any notice of im.

He did send it, she ses, screaming agin. Every Friday night reglar. Oh, dont let im see you agin.

Bill, wot was just going to ask er whether she ad gone mad, gave a awful owl and disappeared right down in the middle o the bed.

Theres some mistake, ses Mrs. Burtenshaw, in a voice that could ha been eard through arf-a-dozen beds easy. It must ha been lost in the post. It must ha been.

She was silent for a few seconds, then she ses, All right, she ses, Ill bring it myself, then, by hand every week. No, Bill shant come; Ill promise that for im. Do go away; he might put his ead up at any moment.

She began to gasp and sob, and Bill began to think wot a good wife he ad got, when he felt er put a couple of pillers over where she judged his ead to be, and hold em down with her arm.

Thank you, Mr. Winch, she ses, very loud. Thank you. Good-by, Good-by.

She began to quieten down a bit, although little sobs, like wimmen use when they pretend that they want to leave off crying but cant, kept breaking out of er. Then, by and by, she quieted down altogether and a husky voice from near the foot of the bed ses: Has it gorn?

Oh, Bill, she ses, with another sob, Ive seen the ghost!

Has it gorn? ses Bill, agin.

Yes, its gorn, ses his wife, shivering. Oh, Bill, it stood at the foot of the bed looking at me, with its face and ands all shiny white, and damp curls on its forehead. Oh!

Bill came up very slow and careful, but with is eyes still shut.

His wife didnt get the money this week, ses Mrs. Burtenshaw; but as he thought there might be a mistake somewhere he appeared to me instead of to you. Ive got to take the money by hand.

Yes, I heard, ses Bill; and mind, if you should lose it or be robbed of it, let me know at once. Dye hear? At once!

Yes, Bill, ses is wife.

They lay quiet for some time, although Mrs. Burtenshaw still kept trembling and shaking; and then Bill ses. Next time a man tells you he as seen a ghost, praps youll believe in im.

Mrs. Burtenshaw took out the end of the sheet wot she ad stuffed in er mouth when e began to speak.

Yes, Bill, she ses.

Bill Burtenshaw gave er the fifteen shillings next morning and every Friday night arterwards; and thats ow it is that, while other wimmen as to be satisfied looking at new hats and clothes in the shop-winders, Mrs. Burtenshaw is able to wear em.
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FINE FEATHERS

Mr. Jobson awoke with a Sundayish feeling, probably due to the fact that it was Bank Holiday. He had been aware, in a dim fashion, of the rising of Mrs. Jobson some time before, and in a semi-conscious condition had taken over a large slice of unoccupied territory. He stretched himself and yawned, and then, by an effort of will, threw off the clothes and springing out of bed reached for his trousers.

He was an orderly man, and had hung them every night for over twenty years on the brass knob on his side of the bed. He had hung them there the night before, and now they had absconded with a pair of red braces just entering their teens. Instead, on a chair at the foot of the bed was a collection of garments that made him shudder. With trembling fingers he turned over a black tailcoat, a white waistcoat, and a pair of light check trousers. A white shirt, a collar, and tie kept them company, and, greatest outrage of all, a tall silk hat stood on its own band-box beside the chair. Mr. Jobson, fingering his bristly chin, stood: regarding the collection with a wan smile.

So thats their little game, is it? he muttered. Want to make a toff of me. Wheres my clothes got to, I wonder?

A hasty search satisfied him that they were not in the room, and, pausing only to drape himself in the counterpane, he made his way into the next. He passed on to the others, and then, with a growing sense of alarm, stole softly downstairs and making his way to the shop continued the search. With the shutters up the place was almost in darkness, and in spite of his utmost care apples and potatoes rolled on to the floor and travelled across it in a succession of bumps. Then a sudden turn brought the scales clattering down.

Good gracious, Alf! said a voice. Whatever are you a-doing of?

Mr. Jobson turned and eyed his wife, who was standing at the door.

Im looking for my clothes, mother, he replied, briefly.

Clothes! said Mrs. Jobson, with an obvious attempt at unconcerned speech. Clothes! Why, theyre on the chair.

I mean clothes fit for a Christian to wear  fit for a greengrocer to wear, said Mr. Jobson, raising his voice.

It was a little surprise for you, dear, said his wife. Me and Bert and Gladys and Dorothy ave all been saving up for it for ever so long.

Its very kind of you all, said Mr. Jobson, feebly very, but

Theyve all been doing without things themselves to do it, interjected his wife. As for Gladys, Im sure nobody knows what shes given up.

Well, if nobody knows, it dont matter, said Mr. Jobson. As I was saying, its very kind of you all, but I cant wear em. Wheres my others?

Mrs. Jobson hesitated.

Wheres my others? repeated her husband.

Theyre being took care of, replied his wife, with spirit. Aunt Emmas minding em for you  and you know what she is. Hsh! Alf! Alf! Im surprised at you!

Mr. Jobson coughed. Its the collar, mother, he said at last. I aint wore a collar for over twenty years; not since we was walking out together. And then I didnt like it.

More shame for you, said his wife. Im sure theres no other respectable tradesman goes about with a handkerchief knotted round his neck.

Praps their skins aint as tender as what mine is, urged Mr. Jobson; and besides, fancy me in a top-at! Why, I shall be the laughing-stock of the place.

Nonsense! said his wife. Its only the lower classes what would laugh, and nobody minds what they think.

Mr. Jobson sighed. Well, I shall ave to go back to bed again, then, he said, ruefully. So long, mother. Hope you have a pleasant time at the Palace.

He took a reef in the counterpane and with a fair amount of dignity, considering his appearance, stalked upstairs again and stood gloomily considering affairs in his bedroom. Ever since Gladys and Dorothy had been big enough to be objects of interest to the young men of the neighbourhood the clothes nuisance had been rampant. He peeped through the window-blind at the bright sunshine outside, and then looked back at the tumbled bed. A murmur of voices downstairs apprised him that the conspirators were awaiting the result.

He dressed at last and stood like a lamb  a redfaced, bull-necked lamb  while Mrs. Jobson fastened his collar for him.

Bert wanted to get a taller one, she remarked, but I said this would do to begin with.

Wanted it to come over my mouth, I spose, said the unfortunate Mr. Jobson. Well, ave it your own way. Dont mind about me. What with the trousers and the collar, I couldnt pick up a sovereign if I saw one in front of me.

If you see one Ill pick it up for you, said his wife, taking up the hat and moving towards the door. Come along!

Mr. Jobson, with his arms standing out stiffly from his sides and his head painfully erect, followed her downstairs, and a sudden hush as he entered the kitchen testified to the effect produced by his appearance. It was followed by a hum of admiration that sent the blood flying to his head.

Why he couldnt have done it before I dont know, said the dutiful Gladys. Why, there aint a man in the street looks a quarter as smart.

Fits him like a glove! said Dorothy, walking round him.

Just the right length, said Bert, scrutinizing the coat.

And he stands as straight as a soldier, said Gladys, clasping her hands gleefully.
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Collar, said Mr. Jobson, briefly. Can I ave it took off while I eat my bloater, mother?

Dont be silly, Alf, said his wife. Gladys, pour your father out a nice, strong, Pot cup o tea, and dont forget that the train starts at ha past ten.

Itll start all right when it sees me, observed Mr. Jobson, squinting down at his trousers.

Mother and children, delighted with the success of their scheme, laughed applause, and Mr. Jobson somewhat gratified at the success of his retort, sat down and attacked his breakfast. A short clay pipe, smoked as a digestive, was impounded by the watchful Mrs. Jobson the moment he had finished it.

Hed smoke it along the street if I didnt, she declared.

And why not? demanded her husband always do.

Not in a top-at, said Mrs. Jobson, shaking her head at him.

Or a tail-coat, said Dorothy.

One would spoil the other, said Gladys.

I wish something would spoil the hat, said Mr. Jobson, wistfully. Its no good; I must smoke, mother.

Mrs. Jobson smiled, and, going to the cupboard, produced, with a smile of triumph, an envelope containing seven dangerous-looking cigars. Mr. Jobson whistled, and taking one up examined it carefully.

What do they call em, mother? he inquired. The Cut and Try Again Smokes?

Mrs. Jobson smiled vaguely. Me and the girls are going upstairs to get ready now, she said. Keep your eye on him, Bert!

Father and son grinned at each other, and, to pass the time, took a cigar apiece. They had just finished them when a swish and rustle of skirts sounded from the stairs, and Mrs. Jobson and the girls, beautifully attired, entered the room and stood buttoning their gloves. A strong smell of scent fought with the aroma of the cigars.

You get round me like, so as to hide me a bit, entreated Mr. Jobson, as they quitted the house. I dont mind so much when we get out of our street.

Mrs. Jobson laughed his fears to scorn.

Well, cross the road, then, said Mr. Jobson, urgently. Theres Bill Foley standing at his door.

His wife sniffed. Let him stand, she said, haughtily.

Mr. Foley failed to avail himself of the permission. He regarded Mr. Jobson with dilated eyeballs, and, as the party approached, sank slowly into a sitting position on his doorstep, and as the door opened behind him rolled slowly over onto his back and presented an enormous pair of hobnailed soles to the gaze of an interested world.

I told you ow it would be, said the blushing Mr. Jobson. You know what Bills like as well as I do.

His wife tossed her head and they all quickened their pace. The voice of the ingenious Mr. Foley calling piteously for his mother pursued them to the end of the road.

I knew what it ud be, said Mr. Jobson, wiping his hot face. Bill will never let me ear the end of this.

Nonsense! said his wife, bridling. Do you mean to tell me youve got to ask Bill Foley ow youre to dress? Hell soon get tired of it; and, besides, its just as well to let him see who you are. Theres not many tradesmen as would lower themselves by mixing with a plasterer.

Mr. Jobson scratched his ear, but wisely refrained from speech. Once clear of his own district mental agitation subsided, but bodily discomfort increased at every step. The hat and the collar bothered him most, but every article of attire contributed its share. His uneasiness was so manifest that Mrs. Jobson, after a little womanly sympathy, suggested that, besides Sundays, it might be as well to wear them occasionally of an evening in order to get used to them.

What, ave I got to wear them every Sunday? demanded the unfortunate, blankly; why, I thought they was only for Bank Holidays.

Mrs. Jobson told him not to be silly.

Straight, I did, said her husband, earnestly. Youve no idea ow Im suffering; Ive got a headache, Im arf choked, and theres a feeling about my waist as though Im being cuddled by somebody I dont like.

Mrs. Jobson said it would soon wear off and, seated in the train that bore them to the Crystal Palace, put the hat on the rack. Her husbands attempt to leave it in the train was easily frustrated and his explanation that he had forgotten all about it received in silence. It was evident that he would require watching, and under the clear gaze of his children he seldom had a button undone for more than three minutes at a time.

The day was hot and he perspired profusely. His collar lost its starch  a thing to be grateful for  and for the greater part of the day he wore his tie under the left ear. By the time they had arrived home again he was in a state of open mutiny.

Never again, he said, loudly, as he tore the collar off and hung his coat on a chair.

There was a chorus of lamentation; but he remained firm. Dorothy began to sniff ominously, and Gladys spoke longingly of the fathers possessed by other girls. It was not until Mrs. Jobson sat eyeing her supper, instead of eating it, that he began to temporize. He gave way bit by bit, garment by garment. When he gave way at last on the great hat question, his wife took up her knife and fork.

His workaday clothes appeared in his bedroom next morning, but the others still remained in the clutches of Aunt Emma. The suit provided was of considerable antiquity, and at closing time, Mr. Jobson, after some hesitation, donned his new clothes and with a sheepish glance at his wife went out; Mrs. Jobson nodded delight at her daughters.

Hes coming round, she whispered. He liked that ticket-collector calling him sir yesterday. I noticed it. Hes put on everything but the topper. Dont say nothing about it; take it as a matter of course.

It became evident as the days wore on that she was right... Bit by bit she obtained the other clothes  with some difficulty  from Aunt Emma, but her husband still wore his best on Sundays and sometimes of an evening; and twice, on going into the bedroom suddenly, she had caught him surveying himself at different angles in the glass.

And, moreover, he had spoken with some heat  for such a good-tempered man  on the shortcomings of Dorothys laundry work.

Wed better put your collars out, said his wife.

And the shirts, said Mr. Jobson. Nothing looks worse than a bad got-up cuff.

Youre getting quite dressy, said his wife, with a laugh.

Mr. Jobson eyed her seriously.

No, mother, no, he replied. All Ive done is to find out that youre right, as you always ave been. A man in my persition has got no right to dress as if he kept a stall on the kerb. It aint fair to the gals, or to young Bert. I dont want em to be ashamed of their father.

They wouldnt be that, said Mrs. Jobson.

Im trying to improve, said her husband. O course, its no use dressing up and behaving wrong, and yesterday I bought a book what tells you all about behaviour.

Well done! said the delighted Mrs. Jobson.

Mr. Jobson was glad to find that her opinion on his purchase was shared by the rest of the family. Encouraged by their approval, he told them of the benefit he was deriving from it; and at tea-time that day, after a little hesitation, ventured to affirm that it was a book that might do them all good.

Hear, hear! said Gladys.

For one thing, said Mr. Jobson, slowly, I didnt know before that it was wrong to blow your tea; and as for drinking it out of a saucer, the book says its a thing that is only done by the lower orders.

If youre in a hurry? demanded Mr. Bert Jobson, pausing with his saucer half way to his mouth.

If youre in anything, responded his father. A gentleman would rather go without his tea than drink it out of a saucer. Thats the sort o thing Bill Foley would do.

Mr. Bert Jobson drained his saucer thoughtfully.

Picking your teeth with your finger is wrong, too, said Mr. Jobson, taking a breath. Food should be removed in a  a  un-undemonstrative fashion with the tip of the tongue.

I wasnt, said Gladys.

A knife, pursued her father a knife should never in any circumstances be allowed near the mouth.

Youve made mother cut herself, said Gladys, sharply; thats what youve done.

I thought it was my fork, said Mrs. Jobson. I was so busy listening I wasnt thinking what I was doing. Silly of me.

We shall all do better in time, said Mr. Jobson. But what I want to know is, what about the gravy? You cant eat it with a fork, and it dont say nothing about a spoon. Oh, and what about our cold tubs, mother?

Cold tubs? repeated his wife, staring at him. What cold tubs?

The cold tubs me and Bert ought to ave, said Mr. Jobson. It says in the book that an Englishman would just as soon think of going without his breakfus as his cold tub; and you know how fond I am of my breakfus.

And what about me and the gals? said the amazed Mrs. Jobson.

Dont you worry about me, ma, said Gladys, hastily.

The book dont say nothing about gals; it says Englishmen, said Mr. Jobson.

But we aint got a bathroom, said his son.

It dont signify, said Mr. Jobson. A washtubll do. Me and Bertll ave a washtub each brought up overnight; and itll be exercise for the gals bringing the water up of a morning to us.

Well, I dont know, Im sure, said the bewildered Mrs. Jobson. Anyway, you and Bertll ave to carry the tubs up and down. Messy, I call it.

Its got to be done, mother, said Mr. Jobson cheerfully. Its only the lower orders what dont ave their cold tub reglar. The book says so.

He trundled the tub upstairs the same night and, after his wife had gone downstairs next morning, opened the door and took in the can and pail that stood outside. He poured the contents into the tub, and, after eyeing it thoughtfully for some time, agitated the surface with his right foot. He dipped and dried that much enduring member some ten times, and after regarding the damp condition of the towels with great satisfaction, dressed himself and went downstairs.

Im all of a glow, he said, seating himself at the table. I believe I could eat a elephant. I feel as fresh as a daisy; dont you, Bert?

Mr. Jobson, junior, who had just come in from the shop, remarked, shortly, that he felt more like a blooming snowdrop.

And somebody slopped a lot of water over the stairs carrying it up, said Mrs. Jobson. I dont believe as everybody has cold baths of a morning. It dont seem wholesome to me.

Mr. Jobson took a book from his pocket, and opening it at a certain page, handed it over to her.

If Im going to do the thing at all I must do it properly, he said, gravely. I dont suppose Bill Foley ever ad a cold tub in his life; he dont know no better. Gladys!

Halloa! said that young lady, with a start.

Are you  are you eating that kipper with your fingers?

Gladys turned and eyed her mother appealingly.

Page-page one hundred and something, I think it is, said her father, with his mouth full. Manners at the Dinner Table. Its near the end of the book, I know.

If I never do no worse than that I shant come to no harm, said his daughter.

Mr. Jobson shook his head at her, and after eating his breakfast with great care, wiped his mouth on his handkerchief and went into the shop.

I suppose its all right, said Mrs. Jobson, looking after him, but hes taking it very serious  very.

He washed his hands five times yesterday morning, said Dorothy, who had just come in from the shop to her breakfast; and kept customers waiting while he did it, too.

Its the cold-tub business I cant get over, said her mother. Im sure its more trouble to empty them than what it is to fill them. Theres quite enough work in the ouse as it is.

Too much, said Bert, with unwonted consideration.

I wish hed leave me alone, said Gladys. My food dont do me no good when hes watching every mouthful I eat.

Of murmurings such as these Mr. Jobson heard nothing, and in view of the great improvement in his dress and manners, a strong resolution was passed to avoid the faintest appearance of discontent. Even when, satisfied with his own appearance, he set to work to improve that of Mrs. Jobson, that admirable woman made no complaint. Hitherto the brightness of her attire and the size of her hats had been held to atone for her lack of figure and the roomy comfort of her boots, but Mr. Jobson, infected with new ideas, refused to listen to such sophistry. He went shopping with Dorothy; and the Sunday after, when Mrs. Jobson went for an airing with him, she walked in boots with heels two inches high and toes that ended in a point. A waist that had disappeared some years before was recaptured and placed in durance vile; and a hat which called for a new style of hair-dressing completed the effect.

You look splendid, ma! said Gladys, as she watched their departure. Splendid!

I dont feel splendid, sighed Mrs. Jobson to her husband. These ere boots feel red-ot.

Your usual size, said Mr. Jobson, looking across the road.

And the clothes seem just a teeny-weeny bit tight, praps, continued his wife.

Mr. Jobson regarded her critically. Praps they might have been let out a quarter of an inch, he: said, thoughtfully. Theyre the best fit youve ad for a long time, mother. I only ope the galsll ave such good figgers.

His wife smiled faintly, but, with little breath for conversation, walked on for some time in silence. A growing redness of face testified to her distress.

I  I feel awful, she said at last, pressing her hand to her side. Awful.

Youll soon get used to it, said Mr. Jobson, gently. Look at me! I felt like you do at first, and now I wouldnt go back to old clothes  and comfort  for anything. Youll get to love them boots.

If I could only take em off I should love em better, said his wife, panting; and I cant breathe properly  I cant breathe.

You look ripping, mother, said her husband, simply.

His wife essayed another smile, but failed. She set her lips together and plodded on, Mr. Jobson chatting cheerily and taking no notice of the fact that she kept lurching against him. Two miles from home she stopped and eyed him fixedly.

If I dont get these boots off, Alf, I shall be a elpless cripple for the rest of my days, she murmured. My ankles gone over three times.

But you cant take em off here, said Mr. Jobson, hastily. Think ow it would look.

I must ave a cab or something, said his wife, hysterically. If I dont get em off soon I shall scream.

She leaned against the iron palings of a house for support, while Mr. Jobson, standing on the kerb, looked up and down the road for a cab. A four-wheeler appeared just in time to prevent the scandal  of Mrs. Jobson removing her boots in the street.

Thank goodness, she gasped, as she climbed in. Never mind about untying em, Alf; cut the laces and get em off quick.

They drove home with the boots standing side by side on the seat in front of them. Mr. Jobson got out first and knocked at the door, and as soon as it opened Mrs. Jobson pattered across the intervening space with the boots dangling from her hand. She had nearly reached the door when Mr. Foley, who had a diabolical habit of always being on hand when he was least wanted, appeared suddenly from the offside of the cab.

Been paddlin? he inquired.
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Mrs. Jobson, safe in her doorway, drew herself up and, holding the boots behind her, surveyed him with a stare of high-bred disdain.

Been paddlin? he inquired

I see you going down the road in em, said the unabashed Mr. Foley, and I says to myself, I says, Pridell bear a pinch, but shes going too far. If she thinks that she can squeedge those little tootsywootsies of ers into them boo

The door slammed violently and left him exchanging grins with Mr. Jobson.

Hows the at? he inquired.

Mr. Jobson winked. Bet you a level arf-dollar I aint wearing it next Sunday, he said, in a hoarse whisper.

Mr. Foley edged away.

Not good enough, he said, shaking his head. Ive had a good many bets with you first and last, Alf, but I cant remember as I ever won one yet. So long.


FRIENDS IN NEED

R. Joseph Gibbs finished his half-pint in the private bar of the Red Lion with the slowness of a man unable to see where the next was coming from, and, placing the mug on the counter, filled his pipe from a small paper of tobacco and shook his head slowly at his companions.

First Ive ad since ten oclock this morning, he said, in a hard voice.

Cheer up, said Mr. George Brown.
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It cant go on for ever, said Bob Kidd, encouragingly.

All I ask for  is work, said Mr. Gibbs, impressively. Not slavery, mind yer, but work.

Its rather difficult to distinguish, said Mr. Brown.

Specially for some people, added Mr. Kidd.

Go on, said Mr. Gibbs, gloomily. Go on. Stand a man arf a pint, and then go and hurt is feelings. Twice yesterday I wondered to myself what it would feel like to make a hole in the water.

Lots o chaps do do it, said Mr. Brown, musingly.

And leave their wives and families to starve, said Mr. Gibbs, icily.

Very often the wife is better off, said his friend. Its one mouth less for her to feed. Besides, she genrally gets something. When pore old Bill went they ad a Friendly Lead at the Kings Head and got his missis pretty nearly seventeen pounds.

And I believe wed get more than that for your old woman, said Mr. Kidd. Theres no kids, and she could keep erself easy. Not that I want to encourage you to make away with yourself.

Mr. Gibbs scowled and, tilting his mug, peered gloomily into the interior.

Joe wont make no ole in the water, said Mr. Brown, wagging his head. If it was beer, now

Mr. Gibbs turned and, drawing himself up to five feet three, surveyed the speaker with an offensive stare.

I dont see why he need make a ole in anything, said Mr. Kidd, slowly. It ud do just as well if we said he ad. Then we could pass the hat round and share it.

Divide it into three halves and each ave one, said Mr. Brown, nodding; but ow is it to be done?

Ave some more beer and think it over, said Mr. Kidd, pale with excitement. Three pints, please.

He and Mr. Brown took up their pints, and nodded at each other. Mr. Gibbs, toying idly with the handle of his, eyed them carefully. Mind, Im not promising anything, he said, slowly. Understand, I aint a-committing of myself by drinking this ere pint.

You leave it to me, Joe, said Mr. Kidd.

Mr. Gibbs left it to him after a discussion in which pints played a persuasive part; with the result that Mr. Brown, sitting in the same bar the next evening with two or three friends, was rudely disturbed by the cyclonic entrance of Mr. Kidd, who, dripping with water, sank on a bench and breathed heavily.

Whats up? Whats the matter? demanded several voices.

Its Joe  poor Joe Gibbs, said Mr. Kidd. I was on Smiths wharf shifting that lighter to the next berth, and, o course Joe must come aboard to help. He was shoving her off with is foot when

He broke off and shuddered and, accepting a mug of beer, pending the arrival of some brandy that a sympathizer had ordered, drank it slowly.

It all appened in a flash, he said, looking round. By the time I ad run round to his end he was just going down for the third time. I hung over the side and grabbed at im, and his collar and tie came off in my hand. Nearly went in, I did.

He held out the collar and tie; and approving notice was taken of the fact that he was soaking wet from the top of his head to the middle button of his waistcoat.

Pore chap! said the landlord, leaning over the bar. He was in ere only arf an hour ago, standing in this very bar.

Well, hes ad his last drop o beer, said a carman in a chastened voice.

Thats more than anybody can say, said the landlord, sharply. I never heard anything against the man; hes led a good life so far as I know, and ow can we tell that he wont ave beer?

He made Mr. Kidd a present of another small glass of brandy.

He didnt leave any family, did he? he inquired, as he passed it over.

Only a wife, said Mr. Kidd; and whos to tell that pore soul I dont know. She fair doated on im. Ow shes to live I dont know. I shall do what I can for er.

Same ere, said Mr. Brown, in a deep voice.

Something ought to be done for er, said the carman, as he went out.

First thing is to tell the police, said the landlord. They ought to know; then praps one of themll tell her. Its what theyre paid for.

Its so awfully sudden. I dont know where I am ardly, said Mr. Kidd. I dont believe shes got a penny-piece in the ouse. Pore Joe ad a lot o pals. I wonder whether we couldnt get up something for her.

Go round and tell the police first, said the landlord, pursing up his lips thoughtfully. We can talk about that later on.

Mr. Kidd thanked him warmly and withdrew, accompanied by Mr. Brown. Twenty minutes later they left the station, considerably relieved at the matter-of-fact way in which the police had received the tidings, and, hurrying across London Bridge, made their way towards a small figure supporting its back against a post in the Borough market.

Well? said Mr. Gibbs, snappishly, as he turned at the sound of their footsteps.

Itll be all right, Joe, said Mr. Kidd. Weve sowed the seed.

Sowed the wot? demanded the other.

Mr. Kidd explained.

Ho! said Mr. Gibbs. An while your precious seed is a-coming up, wot am I to do? Wot about my comfortable ome? Wot about my bed and grub?

His two friends looked at each other uneasily. In the excitement of the arrangements they had for gotten these things, and a long and sometimes painful experience of Mr. Gibbs showed them only too plainly where they were drifting.

Youll ave to get a bed this side o the river somewhere, said Mr. Brown, slowly. Coffee-shop or something; and a smart, active man wot keeps his eyes open can always pick up a little money.

Mr. Gibbs laughed.

And mind, said Mr. Kidd, furiously, in reply to the laugh, anything we lend you is to be paid back out of your half when you get it. And, wots more, you dont get a hapenny till youve come into a barbers shop and ad them whiskers off. We dont want no accidents.
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Mr. Gibbs, with his back against the post, fought for his whiskers for nearly half an hour, and at the end of that time was led into a barbers, and in a state of sullen indignation proffered his request for a clean shave. He gazed at the bare-faced creature that confronted him in the glass after the operation in open-eyed consternation, and Messrs. Kidd and Browns politeness easily gave way before their astonishment.

Well, I may as well have a air-cut while Im here, said Mr. Gibbs, after a lengthy survey.

And a shampoo, sir? said the assistant.

Just as you like, said Mr. Gibbs, turning a deaf ear to the frenzied expostulations of his financial backers. Wot is it?

He sat in amazed discomfort during the operation, and emerging with his friends remarked that he felt half a stone lighter. The information was received in stony silence, and, having spent some time in the selection, they found a quiet public-house, and in a retired corner formed themselves into a Committee of Ways and Means.

Thatll do for you to go on with, said Mr. Kidd, after he and Mr. Brown had each made a contribution; and, mind, its coming off of your share.

Mr. Gibbs nodded. And any evening you want to see me youll find me in here, he remarked. Beers ripping. Now youd better go and see my old woman.

The two friends departed, and, to their great relief, found a little knot of people outside the abode of Mrs. Gibbs. It was clear that the news had been already broken, and, pushing their way upstairs, they found the widow with a damp handkerchief in her hand surrounded by attentive friends. In feeble accents she thanked Mr. Kidd for his noble attempts at rescue.

He aint dry yet, said Mr. Brown.

I done wot I could, said Mr. Kidd, simply. Pore Joe! Nobody could ha had a better pal. Nobody!

Always ready to lend a helping and to them as was in trouble, he was, said Mr. Brown, looking round.

Ear, ear! said a voice.

And well lend im a helping and, said Mr. Kidd, energetically. We cant do im no good, pore chap, but we can try and do something for er as is left behind.

He moved slowly to the door, accompanied by Mr. Brown, and catching the eye of one or two of the men beckoned them to follow. Under his able guidance a small but gradually increasing crowd made its way to the Red Lion. For the next three or four days the friends worked unceasingly. Cards stating that a Friendly Lead would be held at the Red Lion, for the benefit of the widow of the late Mr. Joseph Gibbs, were distributed broadcast; and anecdotes portraying a singularly rare and beautiful character obtained an even wider circulation. Too late Wapping realized the benevolent disposition and the kindly but unobtrusive nature that had departed from it for ever.

Mr. Gibbs, from his retreat across the water, fully shared his friends enthusiasm, but an insane desire  engendered by vanity  to be present at the function was a source of considerable trouble and annoyance to them. When he offered to black his face and take part in the entertainment as a nigger minstrel, Mr. Kidd had to be led outside and kept there until such time as he could converse in English pure and undefiled.

Getting above imself, thats wot it is, said Mr. Brown, as they wended their way home. Hes having too much money out of us to spend; but it wont be for long now.

Hes having a lords life of it, while were slaving ourselves to death, grumbled Mr. Kidd. I never seeim looking so fat and well. By rights he oughtnt to ave the same share as wot were going to ave; he aint doing none of the work.

His ill-humour lasted until the night of the Lead, which, largely owing to the presence of a sporting fishmonger who had done well at the races that day, and some of his friends, realized a sum far beyond the expectations of the hard-working promoters. The fishmonger led off by placing a five-pound note in the plate, and the packed audience breathed so hard that the plate-holders responsibility began to weigh upon his spirits. In all, a financial tribute of thirty-seven pounds three and fourpence was paid to the memory of the late Mr. Gibbs.

Over twelve quid apiece, said the delighted Mr. Kidd as he bade his co-worker good night. Sounds too good to be true.

The next day passed all too slowly, but work was over at last, and Mr. Kidd led the way over London Bridge a yard or two ahead of the more phlegmatic Mr. Brown. Mr. Gibbs was in his old corner at the Wheelwrights Arms, and, instead of going into ecstasies over the sum realized, hinted darkly that it would have been larger if he had been allowed to have had a hand in it.

Itll ardly pay me for my trouble, he said, shaking his head. Its very dull over ere all alone by myself. By the time you two have ad your share, besides taking wot I owe you, therell be ardly anything left.

Ill talk to you another time, said Mr. Kidd, regarding him fixedly. Wot youve got to do now is to come acrost the river with us.

What for? demanded Mr. Gibbs.

Were going to break the joyful news to your old woman that youre alive afore she starts spending money wot isnt hers, said Mr. Kidd. And we want you to be close by in case she dont believe us.

Well, do it gentle, mind, said the fond husband. We dont want er screaming, or anything o that sort. I know er better than wot you do, and my advice to you is to go easy.

He walked along by the side of them, and, after some demur, consented, as a further disguise, to put on a pair of spectacles, for which Mr. Kidds wifes mother had been hunting high and low since eight oclock that morning.

You doddle about ere for ten minutes, said Mr. Kidd, as they reached the Monument, and then foller on. When you pass a lamp-post old your handkerchief up to your face. And wait for us at the corner of your road till we come for you.

He went off at a brisk pace with Mr. Brown, a pace moderated to one of almost funeral solemnity as they approached the residence of Mrs. Gibbs. To their relief she was alone, and after the usual amenities thanked them warmly for all they had done for her.

Id do more than that for pore Joe, said Mr. Brown.

They  they avent found im yet? said the widow.

Mr. Kidd shook his head. My idea is they wont find im, he said, slowly.

Went down on the ebb tide, explained Mr. Brown; and spoilt Mr. Kidds opening.

Wherever he is es better off, said Mrs. Gibbs.

No more trouble about being out o work; no more worry; no more pain. Weve all got to go some day.

Yes, began Mr. Kidd; but  

Im sure I dont wish im back, said Mrs. Gibbs; that would be sinful.

But ow if he wanted to come back? said Mr. Kidd, playing for an opening.

And elp you spend that money, said Mr. Brown, ignoring the scowls of his friend.

Mrs. Gibbs looked bewildered. Spend the money? she began.

Suppose, said Mr. Kidd, suppose he wasnt drownded after all? Only last night I dreamt he was alive.

So did I, said Mr. Brown.

He was smiling at me, said Mr. Kidd, in a tender voice. Bob, he ses, go and tell my pore missis that Im alive, he ses; break it to er gentle.

Its the very words he said to me in my dream, said Mr. Brown. Bit strange, aint it?

Very, said Mrs. Gibbs.

I suppose, said Mr. Kidd, after a pause, I suppose you havent been dreaming about im?

No; Im a teetotaller, said the widow.

The two gentlemen exchanged glances, and Mr. Kidd, ever of an impulsive nature, resolved to bring matters to a head.

Wot would you do if Joe was to come in ere at this door? he asked.

Scream the house down, said the widow, promptly.

Scream  scream the ouse down? said the distressed Mr. Kidd.

Mrs. Gibbs nodded. I should go screaming, raving mad, she said, with conviction.

But  but not if e was alive! said Mr. Kidd.

I dont know what youre driving at, said Mrs. Gibbs. Why dont you speak out plain? Poor Joe is drownded, you know that; you saw it all, and yet you come talking to me about dreams and things.

Mr. Kidd bent over her and put his hand affectionately on her shoulder. He escaped, he said, in a thrilling whisper. Hes alive and well.

WHAT? said Mrs. Gibbs, starting back.

True as I stand ere, said Mr. Kidd; aint it, George?

Truer, said Mr. Brown, loyally.

Mrs. Gibbs leaned back, gasping. Alive! she said. But ow? Ow can he be?

Dont make such a noise, said Mr. Kidd, earnestly. Mind, if anybody else gets to ear of it youll ave to give that money back.

Id give more than that to get im back, said Mrs. Gibbs, wildly. I believe youre deceiving me.

True as I stand ere, asseverated the other. Hes only a minute or two off, and if it wasnt for you screaming Id go out and fetch im in.

I wont scream, said Mrs. Gibbs, not if I know its flesh and blood. Oh, where is he? Why dont you bring im in? Let me go to im.

All right, said Mr. Kidd, with a satisfied smile at Mr. Brown; all in good time. Ill go and fetch im now; but, mind, if you scream youll spoil everything.

He bustled cheerfully out of the room and downstairs, and Mrs. Gibbs, motioning Mr. Brown to silence, stood by the door with parted lips, waiting. Three or four minutes elapsed.

Ere they come, said Mr. Brown, as footsteps sounded on the stairs. Now, no screaming, mind!

Mrs. Gibbs drew back, and, to the gratification of all concerned, did not utter a sound as Mr. Kidd, followed by her husband, entered the room. She stood looking expectantly towards the doorway.

Where is he? she gasped.
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Eh? said Mr. Kidd, in a startled voice. Why here. Dont you know im?

Its me, Susan, said Mr. Gibbs, in a low voice.

Oh, I might ave known it was a joke, cried Mrs. Gibbs, in a faint voice, as she tottered to a chair. Oh,ow cruel of you to tell me my pore Joe was alive! Oh, ow could you?

Lor lumme, said the incensed Mr. Kidd, pushing Mr. Gibbs forward. Here he is. Same as you saw im last, except for is whiskers. Dont make that sobbing noise; peoplell be coming in.

Oh! Oh! Oh! Take im away, cried Mrs. Gibbs. Go and play your tricks with somebody elses broken art.

But its your husband, said Mr. Brown.

Take im away, wailed Mrs. Gibbs.

Mr. Kidd, grinding his teeth, tried to think. Ave you got any marks on your body, Joe? he inquired.

I aint got a mark on me, said Mr. Gibbs with a satisfied air, or a blemish. My skin is as whi

Thats enough about your skin, interrupted Mr. Kidd, rudely.

If you aint all of you gone before I count ten, said Mrs. Gibbs, in a suppressed voice, Ill scream. Ow dare you come into a respectable womans place and talk about your skins? Are you going? One! Two! Three! Four! Five!

Her voice rose with each numeral; and Mr. Gibbs himself led the way downstairs, and, followed by his friends, slipped nimbly round the corner.

Its a wonder she didnt rouse the whole ouse, he said, wiping his brow on his sleeve; and where should we ha been then? I thought at the time it was a mistake you making me ave my whiskers off, but I let you know best. Shes never seen me without em. I ad a remarkable strong growth when I was quite a boy. While other boys was

Shut-up! vociferated Mr. Kidd.

Shant! said Mr. Gibbs, defiantly. Ive ad enough of being away from my comfortable little ome and my wife; and Im going to let em start growing agin this very night. Shell never reckernize me without em, thats certain.

Hes right, Bob, said Mr. Brown, with conviction.

Dye mean to tell me weve got to wait till is blasted whiskers grow? cried Mr. Kidd, almost dancing with fury. And go on keeping im in idleness till they do?

Youll get it all back out o my share, said Mr. Gibbs, with dignity. But you can please yourself. If you like to call it quits now, I dont mind.

Mr. Brown took his seething friend aside, and conferred with him in low but earnest tones. Mr. Gibbs, with an indifferent air, stood by whistling softly.

Ow long will they take to grow? inquired Mr. Kidd, turning to him with a growl.

Mr. Gibbs shrugged his shoulders. Cant say, he replied; but I should think two or three weeks would be enough for er to reckernize me by. If she dont, we must wait another week or so, thats all.

Well, there wont be much o your share left, mind that, said Mr. Kidd, glowering at him.

I cant help it, said Mr. Gibbs. You neednt keep reminding me of it.

They walked the rest of the way in silence; and for the next fortnight Mr. Gibbss friends paid nightly visits to note the change in his appearance, and grumble at its slowness.

Well try and pull it off to-morrow night, said Mr. Kidd, at the end of that period. Im fair sick o lending you money.

Mr. Gibbs shook his head and spoke sagely about not spoiling the ship for a haporth o tar; but Mr. Kidd was obdurate.

Theres enough for er to reckernize you by, he said, sternly, and we dont want other people to. Meet us at the Monument at eight oclock to-morrow night, and well get it over.

Give your orders, said Mr. Gibbs, in a nasty voice.

Keep your at well over your eyes, commanded Mr. Kidd, sternly. Put them spectacles on wot I lent you, and it wouldnt be a bad idea if you tied your face up in a piece o red flannel.

I know wot Im going to do without you telling me, said Mr. Gibbs, nodding. Ill bet you pots round that you dont either of you reckernize me tomorrow night.

The bet was taken at once, and from eight oclock until ten minutes to nine the following night Messrs. Kidd and Brown did their best to win it. Then did Mr. Kidd, turning to Mr. Brown in perplexity, inquire with many redundant words what it all meant.

He must ave gone on by imself, said Mr. Brown. Wed better go and see.

In a state of some disorder they hurried back to Wapping, and, mounting the stairs to Mrs. Gibbss room, found the door fast. To their fervent and repeated knocking there was no answer.

Ah, you wont make her ear, said a woman, thrusting an untidy head over the balusters on the next landing. Shes gone.

Gone! exclaimed both gentlemen. Where?
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Canada, said the woman. She went off this morning.

Mr. Kidd leaned up against the wall for support; Mr. Brown stood open-mouthed and voiceless.

It was a surprise to me, said the woman, but she told me this morning shes been getting ready on the quiet for the last fortnight. Good spirits she was in, too; laughing like anything.

Laughing! repeated Mr. Kidd, in a terrible voice.

The woman nodded. And when I spoke about it and reminded er that she ad only just lost er pore husband, I thought she would ha burst, she said, severely. She sat down on that stair and laughed till the tears ran dowwn er face like water.

Mr. Brown turned a bewildered face upon his partner. Laughing! he said, slowly. Wot ad she got to laugh at?

Two born-fools, replied Mr. Kidd.


GOOD INTENTIONS

Jealousy; thats wot it is, said the night-watchman, trying to sneer pure jealousy. He had left his broom for a hurried half-pint at the Bulls Head  left it leaning in a negligent attitude against the warehouse-wall; now, lashed to the top of the crane at the jetty end, it pointed its soiled bristles towards the evening sky and defied capture.

And I know who it is, and why es done it, he continued. Fust and last, I dont suppose I was talking to the gal for more than ten minutes, and arf of that was about the weather.

I dont suppose anybody as suffered more from jealousy than wot I ave: Other peoples jealousy, I mean. Ever since I was married the missis has been setting traps for me, and asking people to keep an eye on me. I blacked one of the eyes once  like a fool  and the chap it belonged to made up a tale about me that I aint lived down yet.

Years ago, when I was out with the missis one evening, I saved a gals life for her. She slipped as she was getting off a bus, and I caught er just in time. Fine strapping gal she was, and afore I could get my balance we ad danced round and round arfway acrost the road with our arms round each others necks, and my missis watching us from the pavement. When we were safe, she said the gal adnt slipped at all; and, as soon as the gal ad got er breath, Im blest if she didnt say so too.

You cant argufy with jealous people, and you cant shame em. When I told my missis once that I should never dream of being jealous of her, instead of up and thanking me for it, she spoilt the best frying-pan we ever had. When the widder-woman next-door but two and me ad rheumatics at the same time, she went and asked the doctor whether it was catching.

The worse trouble o that kind I ever got into was all through trying to do somebody else a kindness. I went out o my way to do it; I wasted the whole evening for the sake of other people, and got into such trouble over it that even now it gives me the cold shivers to think of.

Capn Tarbell was the man I tried to do a good turn to; a man what used to be master of a ketch called the Lizzie and Annie, trading between ere and Shoremouth. Artful Jack he used to be called, and if ever a man deserved the name, he did. A widder-man of about fifty, and as silly as a boy of fifteen. He ad been talking of getting married agin for over ten years, and, thinking it was only talk, I didnt give im any good advice. Then he told me one night that e was keeping company with a woman named Lamb, who lived at a place near Shoremouth. When I asked im what she looked like, he said that she had a good art, and, knowing wot that meant, I wasnt at all surprised when he told me some time arter that e had been a silly fool.

Well, if shes got a good art, I ses, praps shell let you go.

Talk sense, he ses. It aint good enough for that. Why, she worships the ground I tread on. She thinks there is nobody like me in the whole wide world.

Lets ope shell think so arter youre married, I ses, trying to cheer him up.

Im not going to get married, he ses. Leastways, not to er. But ow to get out of it without breaking her art and being had up for breach o promise I cant think. And if the other one got to ear of it, I should lose her too.

Other one? I ses, wot other one?

Capn Tarbell shook his ead and smiled like a silly gal.

She fell in love with me on top of a bus in the Mile End Road, he ses. Love at fust sight it was. Shes a widder lady with a nice little ouse at Bow, and plenty to live on-her usband having been a builder. I dont know what to do. You see, if I married both of em its sure to be found out sooner or later.

Youll be found out as it is, I ses, if you aint careful. Im surprised at you.

Yes, he ses, getting up and walking backwards and forwards; especially as Mrs. Plimmer is always talking about coming down to see the ship. One thing is, the crew wont give me away; theyve been with me too long for that. Praps you could give me a little advice, Bill.

I did. I talked to that man for an hour and aarf, and when I ad finished he said he didnt want that kind of advice at all. Wot e wanted was for me to tell im ow to get rid of Miss Lamb and marry Mrs. Plimmer without anybody being offended or having their feelings hurt.

Mrs. Plimmer came down to the ship the very next evening. Fine-looking woman she was, and, wot with er watch and chain and dimond rings and brooches and such-like, I should think she must ave ad five or six pounds worth of jewellry on er. She gave me a very pleasant smile, and I gave er one back, and we stood chatting there like old friends till at last she tore erself away and went on board the ship.

She came off by and by hanging on Capn Tarbells arm. The capn was dressed up in is Sunday clothes, with one of the cleanest collars on I ave ever seen in my life, and smoking a cigar that smelt like an escape of gas. He came back alone at hapast eleven that night, and e told me that if it wasnt for the other one down Shoremouth way he should be the appiest man on earth.

Mrs. Plimmers only got one fault, he ses, shaking his cad, and thats jealousy. If she got to know of Laura Lamb, it would be all U.P. It makes me go cold all over when I think of it. The only thing is to get married as quick as I can; then she cant help erself.

It wouldnt prevent the other one making a fuss, though, I ses.

No, he ses, very thoughtfully, it wouldnt. I shall ave to do something there, but wot, I dont know.

He climbed on board like a man with a load on his mind, and arter a look at the sky went below and forgot both is troubles in sleep.

Mrs. Plimmer came down to the wharf every time the ship was up, arter that. Sometimes shed spend the evening aboard, and sometimes theyd go off and spend it somewhere else. She ad a fancy for the cabin, I think, and the capn told me that she ad said when they were married she was going to sail with im sometimes.

But it aint for six months yet, he ses, and a lot o things might appen to the other one in that time, with luck.

It was just about a month arter that that e came to me one evening trembling all over. I ad just come on dooty, and afore I could ask im wot was the matter he ad got me in the Bulls Head and stood me three arf-pints, one arter the other.

Im ruined, he ses in a usky whisper; Im done for. Why was wimmen made? Wot good are they? Fancy ow bright and appy we should all be without em.
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I started to pint out one or two things to im that he seemed to ave forgot, but e wouldnt listen. He was so excited that he didnt seem to know wot e was doing, and arter he ad got three more arf-pints waiting for me, all in a row on the counter, I ad to ask im whether he thought I was there to do conjuring tricks, or wot?

There was a letter waiting for me in the office, he ses. From Miss Lamb  shes in London. Shes coming to pay me a surprise visit this evening  I know wholl get the surprise. Mrs. Plimmers coming too.

I gave im one of my arf-pints and made im drink it. He chucked the pot on the floor when he ad done, in a desprit sort o way, and im and the landlord ad a little breeze then that did im more good than wot the beer ad. When we came outside e seemed more contented with imself, but he shook his ead and got miserable as soon as we got to the wharf agin.

Spose they both come along at the same time, he ses. Wots to be done?

I shut the gate with a bang and fastened the wicket. Then I turned to im with a smile.

Im watchman ere, I ses, and I lets in who I thinks I will. This aint a public ighway, I ses; its a wharf.

Bill, he ses, youre a genius.

If Miss Lamb comes ere asking arter you, I ses, I shall say youve gone out for the evening.

Wot about her letter? he ses.

You didnt ave it, I ses, winking at im.

And suppose she waits about outside for me, and Mrs. Plimmer wants me to take er out? he ses, shivering. Shes a fearful obstinate woman; and shed wait a week for me.

He kept peeping up the road while we talked it over, and then we both see Mrs. Plimmer coming along. He backed on to the wharf and pulled out is purse.

Bill, he ses, gabbling as fast as e could gabble, heres five or six shillings. If the other one comes and wont go away tell er Ive gone to the Pagoda Music-all and youll take er to me, keep er out all the evening someow, if you can, if she comes back too soon keep er in the office.

And wot about leaving the wharf and my dooty? I ses, staring.

Ill put Joe on to keep watch for you, he ses, pressing the money in my and. I rely on you, Bill, and Ill never forget you. You wont lose by it, trust me.

He nipped off and tumbled aboard the ship afore I could say a word. I just stood there staring arter im and feeling the money, and afore I could make up my mind Mrs. Plimmer came up.

I thought I should never ha got rid of er. She stood there chatting and smiling, and seemed to forget all about the capn, and every moment I was afraid that the other one might come up. At last she went off, looking behind er, to the ship, and then I went outside and put my back up agin the gate and waited.

I ad hardly been there ten minutes afore the other one came along. I saw er stop and speak to a policeman, and then she came straight over to me.

I want to see Capn Tarbell, she ses.

Capn Tarbell? I ses, very slow; Capn Tarbell as gone off for the evening.

Gone off! she ses, staring. But he cant ave. Are you sure?

Sartain, I ses. Then I ad a bright idea. And theres a letter come for im, I ses.

Oh, dear! she ses. And I thought it would be in plenty of time. Well, I must go on the ship and wait for im, I suppose.

If I ad only let er go I should ha saved myself a lot o trouble, and the man wot deserved it would ha got it. Instead o that I told er about the music-all, and arter carrying on like a silly gal o seventeen and saying she couldnt think of it, she gave way and said shed go with me to find im. I was all right so far as clothes went as it happened. Mrs. Plimmer said once that I got more and more dressy every time she saw me, and my missis ad said the same thing only in a different way. I just took a peep through the wicket and saw that Joe ad taken up my dooty, and then we set off.

I said I wasnt quite sure which one hed gone to, but wed try the Pagoda Music-all fust, and we went there on a bus from Aldgate. It was the fust evening out I ad ad for years, and I should ave enjoyed it if it adnt been for Miss Lamb. Wotever Capn Tarbell could ha seen in er, I cant think.

She was quiet, and stupid, and bad-tempered. When the bus-conductor came round for the fares she adnt got any change; and when we got to the hall she did such eggsterrordinary things trying to find er pocket that I tried to look as if she didnt belong to me. When she left off she smiled and said she was farther off than ever, and arter three or four wot was standing there ad begged er to have another try, I ad to pay for the two.

The ouse was pretty full when we got in, but she didnt take no notice of that. Her idea was that she could walk about all over the place looking for Capn Tarbell, and it took three men in buttons and a policeman to persuade er different. We were pushed into a couple o seats at last, and then she started finding fault with me.

Where is Capn Tarbell? she ses. Why dont you find him?

Ill go and look for im in the bar presently, I ses. Hes sure to be there, arter a turn or two.

I managed to keep er quiet for arf an hour  with the elp of the people wot sat near us  and then I ad to go. I ad a glass o beer to pass the time away, and, while I was drinking it, who should come up but the cook and one of the hands from the Lizzie and Annie.

We saw you, ses the cook, winking; didnt we Bob?

Yes, ses Bob, shaking his silly ead; but it wasnt no surprise to me. Ive ad my eye on im for a long time past.

I thought e was married, ses the cook.

So he is, ses Bob, and to the best wife in London. I know where she lives. Mines a bottle o Bass, he ses, turning to me.

Sos mine, ses the cook.

I paid for two bottles for em, and arter that they said that theyd ave a whisky and soda apiece just to show as there was no ill-feeling.

Its very good, ses Bob, sipping his, but it wants a sixpenny cigar to go with it. Its been the dream o my life to smoke a sixpenny cigar.

So it as mine, ses the cook, but I dont suppose I ever shall.

They both coughed arter that, and like a goodnatured fool I stood em a sixpenny cigar apiece, and I ad just turned to go back to my seat when up come two more hands from the Lizzie and Annie.

Halloa, watchman! ses one of em. Why, I thought you was a-taking care of the wharf.

Hes got something better than the wharf to take care of, ses Bob, grinning.

I know; we see im, ses the other chap. Weve been watching is goings-on for the last arf-hour; better than a play it was.

I stopped their mouths with a glass o bitter each, and went back to my seat while they was drinking it. I told Miss Lamb in whispers that e wasnt there, but Id ave another look for him by and by. If shed ha whispered back it would ha been all right, but she wouldnt, and, arter a most unpleasant scene, she walked out with her ead in the air follered by me with two men in buttons and a policeman.

O course, nothing would do but she must go back to the wharf and wait for Capn Tarbell, and all the way there I was wondering wot would appen if she went on board and found im there with Mrs. Plimmer. However, when we got there I persuaded er to go into the office while I went aboard to see if I could find out where he was, and three minutes arterwards he was standing with me behind the galley, trembling all over and patting me on the back.

Keep er in the office a little longer, he ses, in a whisper. The others going soon. Keep er there as long as you can.

And suppose she sees you and Mrs. Plimmer passing the window? I ses.

Thatll be all right; Im going to take er to the stairs in the ships boat, he ses. Its more romantic.

He gave me a little punch in the ribs, playfullike, and, arter telling me I was worth my weight in gold-dust, went back to the cabin agin.

I told Miss Lamb that the cabin was locked up, but that Capn Tarbell was expected back in about arf-an-hours time. Then I found er an old newspaper and a comfortable chair and sat down to wait. I couldnt go on the wharf for fear shed want to come with me, and I sat there as patient as I could, till a little clicking noise made us both start up and look at each other.

Wots that? she ses, listening.

It sounded, I ses it sounded like somebody locking the door.

I went to the door to try it just as somebody dashed past the window with their ead down. It was locked fast, and arter I had ad a try at it and Miss Lamb had ad a try at it, we stood and looked at each other in surprise.

Somebodys playing a joke on us, I ses.

Joke! ses Miss Lamb. Open that door at once. If you dont open it Ill call for the police.

She looked at the windows, but the iron bars wot was strong enough to keep the vans outside was strong enough to keep er in, and then she gave way to such a fit o temper that I couldnt do nothing with er.

Capn Tarbell cant be long now, I ses, as soon as I could get a word in. We shall get out as soon as e comes.

She flung erself down in the chair agin with er back to me, and for nearly three-quarters of an hour we sat there without a word. Then, to our joy, we eard footsteps turn in at the gate. Quick footsteps they was. Somebody turned the handle of the door, and then a face looked in at the window that made me nearly jump out of my boots in surprise. A face that was as white as chalk with temper, and a bonnet cocked over one eye with walking fast. She shook er fist at me, and then she shook it at Miss Lamb.

Whos that? ses Miss Lamb.

My missis, I ses, in a loud voice. Thank goodness shes come.

Open the door! ses my missis, with a screech.

OPEN THE DOOR!

I cant, I ses. Somebodys locked it. This is Capn Tarbells young lady.

Ill Capn Tarbell er when I get in! ses my wife. You too. Ill music-all you! Ill learn you to go gallivanting about! Open the door!

She walked up and down the alley-way in front of the window waiting for me just like a lion walking up and down its cage waiting for its dinner, and I made up my mind then and there that I should ave to make a clean breast of it and let Capn Tarbell get out of it the best way he could. I wasnt going to suffer for him.

Ow long my missis walked up and down there I dont know. It seemed ages to me; but at last I eard footsteps and voices, and Bob and the cook and the other two chaps wot we ad met at the musicall came along and stood grinning in at the window.

Somebodys locked us in, I ses. Go and fetch Capn Tarbell.

Capn Tarbell? ses the cook. You dont want to see im. Why, hes the last man in the world you ought to want to see! You dont know ow jealous he is.

You go and fetch im, I ses. Ow dare you talk like that afore my wife!

I dursent take the responserbility, ses the cook. It might mean bloodshed.

You go and fetch im, ses my missis. Never mind about the bloodshed. I dont. Open the door!

She started banging on the door agin, and arter talking among themselves for a time they moved off to the ship. They came back in three or four minutes, and the cook eld up something in front of the window.

The boy ad got it, he ses. Now shall I open the door and let your missis in, or would you rather stay where you are in peace and quietness?

I saw my missis jump at the key, and Bob and the others, laughing fit to split their sides, olding her back. Then I heard a shout, and the next moment Capn Tarbell came up and asked em wot the trouble was about.

They all started talking at once, and then the capn, arter one look in at the window, threw up his ands and staggered back as if e couldnt believe his eyesight. He stood dazed-like for a second or two, and then e took the key out of the cooks and, opened the door, and walked in. The four men was close beind im, and, do all she could, my missis couldnt get in front of em.

Watchman! he ses, in a stuck-up voice, wot does this mean? Laura Lamb! wot ave you got to say for yourself? Where ave you been all the evening?

Shes been to a music-all with Bill, ses the cook. We saw em.

WOT? ses the capn, falling back again. It cant be!

It was them, ses my wife. A little boy brought me a note telling me. You let me go; its my husband, and I want to talk to im.

Its all right, I ses, waving my and at Miss Lamb, wot was going to speak, and smiling at my missis, wot was trying to get at me.

We went to look for you, ses Miss Lamb, very quick. He said you were at the music-all, and as you adnt got my letter I thought it was very likely.

But I did get your letter, ses the capn.

He said you didnt, ses Miss Lamb.

Look ere, I ses. Why dont you keep quiet and let me explain? I can explain everything.

Im glad o that, for your sake, my man, ses the capn, looking at me very hard. I ope you will be able to explain ow it was you came to leave the wharf for three hours.

I saw it all then. If I split about Mrs. Plimmer, hed split to the guvnor about my leaving my dooty, and I should get the sack. I thought I should ha choked, and, judging by the way they banged me on the back, Bob and the cook thought so too. They elped me to a chair when I got better, and I sat there elpless while the capn went on talking.

Im no mischief-maker, he ses; and, besides, praps hes been punished enough. And as far as Im concerned he can take this lady to a music-all every night of the week if e likes. Ive done with her.
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There was an eggsterrordinary noise from where my missis was standing; like the gurgling water makes sometimes running down the kitchen sink at ome, only worse. Then they all started talking together, and arf-a-dozen times or more Miss Lamb called me to back er up in wot she was saying, but I only shook my ead, and at last, arter tossing her ead at Capn Tarbell and telling im she wouldnt ave im if hed got fifty million a year, the five of em eld my missis while she went off.

They gave er ten minutes start, and then Capn Tarbell, arter looking at me and shaking his ead, said he was afraid they must be going.

And I ope this nightll be a lesson to you, he ses. Dont neglect your dooty again. I shall keep my eye on you, and if you beave yourself I shant say anything. Why, for all you know or could ha done the wharf might ha been burnt to the ground while you was away!

He nodded to his crew, and they all walked out laughing and left me alone  with the missis.


FAIRY GOLD

Come and have a pint and talk it over, said Mr. Augustus Teak. Ive got reasons in my ead that you dont dream of, Alf.

Mr. Chase grunted and stole a side-glance at the small figure of his companion. All brains, you are, Gussie, he remarked. Thats why it is youre so well off.

Come and have a pint, repeated the other, and with surprising ease pushed his bulky friend into the bar of the Ship and Anchor. Mr. Chase, mellowed by a long draught, placed his mug on the counter and eyeing him kindly, said  

Ive been in my lodgings thirteen years.

I know, said Mr. Teak; but Ive got a partikler reason for wanting you. Our lodger, Mr. Dunn, left last week, and I only thought of you yesterday. I mentioned you to my missis, and she was quite pleased. You see, she knows Ive known you for over twenty years, and she wants to make sure of only aving honest people in the ouse. She has got a reason for it.

He closed one eye and nodded with great significance at his friend.

Oh! said Mr. Chase, waiting.

Shes a rich woman, said Mr. Teak, pulling the others ear down to his mouth. She

When youve done tickling me with your whiskers, said Mr. Chase, withdrawing his head and rubbing his ear vigorously, I shall be glad.

Mr. Teak apologized. A rich woman, he repeated. Shes been stinting me for twenty-nine years and saving the money  my money!  money that I ave earned with the sweat of my brow. She as got over three undred pounds!

Ow much? demanded Mr. Chase.

Three undred pounds and more, repeated the other; and if she had ad the sense to put it in a bank it would ha been over four undred by this time. Instead o that she keeps it hid in the Ouse.

Where? inquired the greatly interested Mr. Chase.

Mr. Teak shook his head. Thats just what I want to find out, he answered. She dont know I know it; and she mustnt know, either. Thats important.

How did you find out about it, then? inquired his friend.

My wifes sisters husband, Bert Adams, told me. His wife told im in strict confidence; and I might ave gone to my grave without knowing about it, only she smacked his face for im the other night.

If its in the house you ought to be able to find it easy enough, said Mr. Chase.

Yes, its all very well to talk, retorted Mr. Teak. My missis never leaves the ouse unless Im with her, except when Im at work; and if she thought I knew of it shed take and put it in some bank or somewhere unbeknown to me, and I should be farther off it than ever.

Havent you got no idea? said Mr. Chase.

Not the leastest bit, said the other. I never thought for a moment she was saving money. Shes always asking me for more, for one thing; but, then women alway do. And look ow bad it is for her  saving money like that on the sly. She might grow into a miser, pore thing. For er own sake I ought to get hold of it, if its only to save her from erself.

Mr. Chases face reflected the gravity of his own.

Youre the only man I can trust, continued Mr. Teak, and I thought if you came as lodger you might be able to find out where it is hid, and get hold of it for me.

Me steal it, dye mean? demanded the gaping Mr. Chase. And suppose she got me locked up for it? I should look pretty, shouldnt I?

No; you find out where it is hid, said the other; thats all you need do. Ill find someway of getting hold of it then.

But if you cant find it, how should I be able to? inquired Mr. Chase.

Cos youll ave opportunities, said the other. I take her out some time when youre supposed to be out late; you come ome, let yourself in with your key, and spot the hiding-place. I get the cash, and give you ten-golden-sovereigns  all to your little self. It only occurred to me after Bert told me about it, that I aint been in the house alone for years.

He ordered some more beer, and, drawing Mr. Chase to a bench, sat down to a long and steady argument. It shook his faith in human nature to find that his friend estimated the affair as a twenty-pound job, but he was in no position to bargain. They came out smoking twopenny cigars whose strength was remarkable for their age, and before they parted Mr. Chase was pledged to the hilt to do all that he could to save Mrs. Teak from the vice of avarice.

It was a more difficult undertaking than he had supposed. The house, small and compact, seemed to offer few opportunities for the concealment of large sums of money, and after a fortnights residence he came to the conclusion that the treasure must have been hidden in the garden. The unalloyed pleasure, however, with which Mrs. Teak regarded the efforts of her husband to put under cultivation land that had lain fallow for twenty years convinced both men that they were on a wrong scent. Mr. Teak, who did the digging, was the first to realize it, but his friend, pointing out the suspicions that might be engendered by a sudden cessation of labour, induced him to persevere.

And try and look as if you liked it, he said, severely. Why, from the window even the back view of you looks disagreeable.

Im fair sick of it, declared Mr. Teak. Anybody might ha known she wouldnt have buried it in the garden. She must ave been saving for pretty near thirty years, week by week, and she couldnt keep coming out here to hide it. Taint likely.

Mr. Chase pondered. Let her know, casual like, that I shant be ome till late on Saturday, he said, slowly. Then you come ome in the afternoon and take her out. As soon as youre gone Ill pop in and have a thorough good hunt round. Is she fond of animals?

I blieve so, said the other, staring. Why?

Take er to the Zoo, said Mr. Chase, impressively. Take two-pennorth o nuts with you for the monkeys, and some stale buns for  for  for animals as likes em. Give er a ride on the elephant and a ride on the camel.

Anything else? inquired Mr. Teak disagreeably. Any more ways you can think of for me to spend my money?

You do as I tell you, said his friend. Ive got an idea now where it is. If Im able to show you where to put your finger on three undred pounds when you come ome itll be the cheapest outing you have ever ad. Wont it?

Mr. Teak made no reply, but, after spending the evening in deliberation, issued the invitation at the supper-table. His wifes eyes sparkled at first; then the light slowly faded from them and her face fell.

I cant go, she said, at last. Ive got nothing to go in.

Rubbish! said her husband, starting uneasily.

Its a fact, said Mrs. Teak. I should like to go, too  its years since I was at the Zoo. I might make my jacket do; its my hat Im thinking about.

Mr. Chase, meeting Mr. Teaks eye, winked an obvious suggestion.

So, thanking you all the same, continued Mrs. Teak, with amiable cheerfulness, Ill stay at ome.

Ow-ow much are they? growled her husband, scowling at Mr. Chase.

All prices, replied his wife.

Yes, I know, said Mr. Teak, in a grating voice. You go in to buy a hat at one and eleven-pence; you get talked over and flattered by a man like a barbers block, and you come out with a four-and-six penny one. The only real difference in hats is the price, but women can never see it.

Mrs. Teak smiled faintly, and again expressed her willingness to stay at home. They could spend the afternoon working in the garden, she said. Her husband, with another indignant glance at the right eye of Mr. Chase, which was still enacting the part of a camera-shutter, said that she could have a hat, but asked her to remember when buying it that nothing suited her so well as a plain one.

The remainder of the week passed away slowly; and Mr. Teak, despite his utmost efforts, was unable to glean any information from Mr. Chase as to that gentlemans ideas concerning the hiding-place. At every suggestion Mr. Chases smile only got broader and more indulgent.

You leave it to me, he said. You leave it to me, and when you come home from a happy outing I ope to be able to cross your little hand with three undred golden quids.

But why not tell me? urged Mr. Teak.

Cos I want to surprise you, was the reply. But mind, whatever you do, dont let your wife run away with the idea that Ive been mixed up in it at all. Now, if you worry me any more I shall ask you to make it thirty pounds for me instead of twenty.

The two friends parted at the corner of the road on Saturday afternoon, and Mr. Teak, conscious of his friends impatience, sought to hurry his wife by occasionally calling the wrong time up the stairs. She came down at last, smiling, in a plain hat with three roses, two bows, and a feather.

Ive had the feather for years, she remarked. This is the fourth hat it has been on  but, then, Ive taken care of it.

Mr. Teak grunted, and, opening the door, ushered her into the street. A sense of adventure, and the hope of a profitable afternoon made his spirits rise. He paid a compliment to the hat, and then, to the surprise of both, followed it up with another  a very little one  to his wife.

They took a tram at the end of the street, and for the sake of the air mounted to the top. Mrs. Teak leaned back in her seat with placid enjoyment, and for the first ten minutes amused herself with the life in the streets. Then she turned suddenly to her husband and declared that she had felt a spot of rain.

Magination, he said, shortly.

Something cold touched him lightly on the eyelid, a tiny pattering sounded from the seats, and then swish, down came the rain. With an angry exclamation he sprang up and followed his wife below.

Just our luck, she said, mournfully. Best thing we can do is to stay in the car and go back with it.

Nonsense! said her husband, in a startled voice; itll be over in a minute.

Events proved the contrary. By the time the car reached the terminus it was coming down heavily. Mrs. Teak settled herself squarely in her seat, and patches of blue sky, visible only to the eye of faith and her husband, failed to move her. Even his reckless reference to a cab failed.

Its no good, she said, tartly. We cant go about the grounds in a cab, and Im not going to slop about in the wet to please anybody. We must go another time. Its hard luck, but theres worse things in life.

Mr. Teak, wondering as to the operations of Mr. Chase, agreed dumbly. He stopped the car at the corner of their road, and, holding his head down against the rain, sprinted towards home. Mrs. Teak, anxious for her hat, passed him.

What on earths the matter? she inquired, fumbling in her pocket for the key as her husband executed a clumsy but noisy breakdown on the front step.



[image: img420.jpg]



Chill, replied Mr. Teak. Ive got wet.

He resumed his lumberings and, the door being opened, gave vent to his relief at being home again in the dry, in a voice that made the windows rattle. Then with anxious eyes he watched his wife pass upstairs.

Wonder what excuse old Alfll make for being in? he thought.

He stood with one foot on the bottom stair, listening acutely. He heard a door open above, and then a wild, ear-splitting shriek rang through the house. Instinctively he dashed upstairs and, following his wife into their bedroom, stood by her side gaping stupidly at a pair of legs standing on the hearthstone. As he watched they came backwards into the room, the upper part of a body materialized from the chimney, and turning round revealed the soot-stained face of Mr. Alfred Chase. Another wild shriek from Mrs. Teak greeted its appearance.

Hul-lo! exclaimed Mr. Teak, groping for the right thing to say. Hul-lo! What  what are you doing, Alf?

Mr. Chase blew the soot from his lips. I  I  I come ome unexpected, he stammered.

But  what are  you doing? panted Mrs. Teak, in a rising voice.

I  I was passing your door, said Mr. Chase, passing your door  to go to my room to  to ave a bit of a rinse, when

Yes, said Mrs. Teak.

Mr. Chase gave Mr. Teak a glance the pathos of which even the soot could not conceal. When I  I heard a pore little bird struggling in your chimbley, he continued, with a sigh of relief. Being fond of animals, I took the liberty of comin into your room and saving its life.

Mr. Teak drew a breath, which he endeavoured in vain to render noiseless.

It got its pore little foot caught in the brickwork, continued the veracious Mr. Chase, tenderly. I released it, and it flowed  I mean flew  up the chimbley.

With the shamefaced air of a man detected in the performance of a noble action, he passed out of the room. Husband and wife eyed each other.

Thats Alf  thats Alf all over, said Mr. Teak, with enthusiasm. Hes been like it from a child. Hes the sort of man that ud dive off Waterloo Bridge to save the life of a drownding sparrow.

Hes made an awful mess, said his wife, frowning; itll take me the rest of the day to clean up. Theres soot everywhere. The rug is quite spoilt.

She took off her hat and jacket and prepared for the fray. Down below Messrs. Teak and Chase, comparing notes, sought, with much warmth, to put the blame on the right shoulders.

Well, it aint there, said Mr. Chase, finally. Ive made sure of that. Thats something towards it. I shant ave to look there again, thank goodness.

Mr. Teak sniffed. Got any more ideas? he queried.

I have, said the other sternly. Theres plenty of places to search yet. Ive only just begun. Get her out as much as you can and Ill ave my hands on it afore you can say

Soot? suggested Mr. Teak, sourly.

Any more of your nasty snacks and I chuck it up altogether, said Mr. Chase, heatedly. If I wasnt hard up Id drop it now.

He went up to his room in dudgeon, and for the next few days Mr. Teak saw but little of him. To, lure Mrs. Teak out was almost as difficult as to persuade a snail to leave its shell, but he succeeded on two or three occasions, and each time she added something to her wardrobe.

The assistant fortune-hunter had been in residence just a month when Mr. Teak, returning home one afternoon, stood in the small passage listening to a suppressed wailing noise proceeding from upstairs. It was so creepy that half-way up he hesitated, and, in a stern but trembling voice, demanded to know what his wife meant by it. A louder wail than before was the only reply, and, summoning up his courage, he pushed open the door of the bedroom and peeped in. His gaze fell on Mrs. Teak, who was sitting on the hearth-rug, rocking to and fro in front of a dismantled fire-place.

What  whats the matter? he said, hastily.

Mrs. Teak raised her voice to a pitch that set his teeth on edge. My money! she wailed. Its all gone! All gone!

Money? repeated Mr. Teak, hardly able to contain himself. What money?

All  all my savings! moaned his wife. Savings! said the delighted Mr. Teak. What savings?

Money I have been putting by for our old age, said his wife. Three hundred and twenty-two pounds. All gone!

In a fit of sudden generosity Mr. Teak decided then and there that Mr. Chase should have the odd twenty-two pounds.

Youre dreaming! he said, sternly.

I wish I was, said his wife, wiping her eyes. Three hundred and twenty-two pounds in empty mustard-tins. Every hapennys gone!

Mr. Teaks eye fell on the stove. He stepped for ward and examined it. The back was out, and Mrs. Teak, calling his attention to a tunnel at the side, implored him to put his arm in and satisfy himself that it was empty.

But where could you get all that money from? he demanded, after a prolonged groping.

Sa  sa  saved it, sobbed his wife, for our old age.

Our old age? repeated Mr. Teak, in lofty tones. And suppose I had died first? Or suppose you had died sudden? This is what comes of deceitfulness and keeping things from your husband. Now somebody has stole it.

Mrs. Teak bent her head and sobbed again. I  I had just been out for  for an hour, she gasped. When I came back I fou  fou  found the washhouse window smashed, and

Sobs choked her utterance. Mr. Teak, lost in admiration of Mr. Chases cleverness, stood regarding her in silence.

What  what about the police? said his wife at last.

Police! repeated Mr. Teak, with extraordinary vehemence. Police! Certainly not. Dye think Im going to let it be known all round that Im the husband of a miser? Id sooner lose ten times the money.

He stalked solemnly out of the room and downstairs, and, safe in the parlour, gave vent to his feelings in a wild but silent hornpipe. He cannoned against the table at last, and, subsiding into an easy-chair, crammed his handkerchief to his mouth and gave way to suppressed mirth.

In his excitement he forgot all about tea, and the bereaved Mrs. Teak made no attempt to come downstairs to prepare it. With his eye on the clock he waited with what patience he might for the arrival of Mr. Chase. The usual hour for his return came and went. Another hour passed; and another. A horrible idea that Mr. Chase had been robbed gave way to one more horrible still. He paced the room in dismay, until at nine oclock his wife came down, and in a languid fashion began to set the supper-table.

Alfs very late, said Mr. Teak, thickly.

Is he? said his wife, dully.

Very late, said Mr. Teak. I cant think  Ah, there he is!

He took a deep breath and clenched his hands together. By the time Mr. Chase came into the room he was able to greet him with a stealthy wink. Mr. Chase, with a humorous twist of his mouth, winked back.

Weve ad a upset, said Mr. Teak, in warning tones.

Eh? said the other, as Mrs. Teak threw her apron over her head and sank into a chair. What about?

In bated accents, interrupted at times by broken murmurs from his wife, Mr. Teak informed him of the robbery. Mr. Chase, leaning against the doorpost, listened with open mouth and distended eyeballs. Occasional interjections of pity and surprise attested his interest. The tale finished, the gentlemen exchanged a significant wink and sighed in unison.

And now, said Mr. Teak an hour later, after his wife had retired, where is it?

Ah, thats the question, said Mr. Chase, roguishly. I wonder where it can be?

I  I hope its in a safe place, said Mr. Teak, anxiously. Where ave you put it?

Me? said Mr. Chase. Who are you getting at? I aint put it anywhere. You know that.

Dont play the giddy goat, said the other, testily. Whereve you hid it? Is it safe?

Mr. Chase leaned back in his chair and, shaking his head at him, smiled approvingly. Youre a little wonder, thats what you are, Gussie, he remarked. No wonder your pore wife is took in so easy.

Mr. Teak sprang up in a fury. Dont play the fool, he said hoarsely. Wheres the money? I want it. Now, whereve you put it?

Go on, said Mr. Chase, with a chuckle. Go on. Dont mind me. You ought to be on the stage, Gussie, thats where you ought to be.

Im not joking, said Mr. Teak, in a trembling voice, and I dont want you to joke with me. If you think you are going off with my money, youre mistook. If you dont tell me in two minutes where it is, I shall give you in charge for theft.

Oh said Mr. Chase. He took a deep breath. Oh, really! he said. I wouldnt ave thought it of you, Gussie. I wouldnt ave thought youd have played it so low down. Im surprised at you.

You thought wrong, then, said the other.

Trying to do me out o my twenty pounds, thats what you are, said Mr. Chase, knitting his brows. But it wont do, my boy. I wasnt born yesterday. Hand it over, afore I lose my temper. Twenty pounds I want of you, and I dont leave this room till I get it.

Speechless with fury, Mr. Teak struck at him. The next moment the supper-table was overturned with a crash, and Mr. Chase, with his friend in his powerful grasp, was doing his best, as he expressed it, to shake the life out of him. A faint scream sounded from above, steps pattered on the stairs, and Mrs. Teak, with a red shawl round her shoulders, burst hurriedly into the room. Mr. Chase released Mr. Teak, opened his mouth to speak, and then, thinking better of it, dashed into the passage, took his hat from the peg, and, slamming the front door with extraordinary violence, departed.
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He sent round for his clothes next day, but he did not see Mr. Teak until a month afterwards. His fists clenched and his mouth hardened, but Mr. Teak, with a pathetic smile, held out his hand, and Mr. Chase, after a moments hesitation, took it. Mr. Teak, still holding his friends hand, piloted him to a neighbouring hostelry.

It was my mistake, Alf, he said, shaking his head, but it wasnt my fault. Its a mistake anybody might ha made.

Have you found out who took it? inquired Mr. Chase, regarding him suspiciously.

Mr. Teak gulped and nodded. I met Bert Adams yesterday, he said, slowly. It took three pints afore he told me, but I got it out of im at last. My missis took it herself.

Mr. Chase put his mug down with a bang. What? he gasped.

The day after she found you with your head up the chimbley, added Mr. Teak, mournfully. Shes shoved it away in some bank now, and I shall never see a hapenny of it. If you was a married man, Alf, youd understand it better. You wouldnt be surprised at anything.


WATCH-DOGS

Its amost the only enjyment Ive got left, said the oldest inhabitant, taking a long, slow draught of beer, that and a pipe o baccy. Neither of em wants chewing, and thats a great thing when you aint got anything worth speaking about left to chew with.

He put his mug on the table and, ignoring the stillness of the summer air, sheltered the flame of a match between his cupped hands and conveyed it with infinite care to the bowl of his pipe. A dull but crafty old eye squinting down the stem assured itself that the tobacco was well alight before the match was thrown away.

As I was a-saying, kindness to animals is all very well, he said to the wayfarer who sat opposite him in the shade of the Cauliflower elms; but kindness to your feller-creeturs is more. The pint wot you give me is gone, but Im just as thankful to you as if it wasnt.
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He half closed his eyes and, gazing on to the fields beyond, fell into a reverie so deep that he failed to observe the landlord come for his mug and return with it filled. A little start attested his surprise, and, to his great annoyance, upset a couple of tablespoonfuls of the precious liquid.

Some people waste all their kindness on dumb animals, he remarked, after the landlord had withdrawn from his offended vision, but I was never a believer in it. I mind some time ago when a genlemen from Lunnon wot ad more money than sense offered a prize for kindness to animals. I was the only one that didnt try for to win it.

Mr. Bunnett is name was, and e come down and took Farmer Halls ouse for the summer. Over sixty e was, and old enough to know better. He used to put saucers of milk all round the ouse for cats to drink, and, by the time pore Farmer Hall got back, every cat for three miles round ad got in the habit of coming round to the back-door and asking for milk as if it was their right. Farmer Hall poisoned a saucer o milk at last, and then ad to pay five shillings for a thin black cat with a mangy tail and one eye that Bob Pretty said belonged to is children. Farmer Hall said hed go to jail afore hed pay, at fust, but arter five men ad spoke the truth and said they ad see Bobs youngsters tying a empty mustard-tin to its tail ony the day afore, he gave way.

Tha was Bob Pretty all over, that was; the biggest raskel Claybury as ever had; and it wasnt the fust bit o money e made out o Mr. Bunnett coming to the place.

It all come through Mr. Bunnetts love for animals. I never see a man so fond of animals as e was, and if he had ad is way Claybury would ave been overrun by em by this time. The day arter e got to the farm he couldnt eat is breakfuss because of a pig that was being killed in the yard, and it was no good pointing out to im that the pig was ony making a fuss about it because it was its nature so to do. He lived on wegetables and such like, and the way e carried on one day over arf a biled caterpillar e found in his cabbage wouldnt be believed. He wouldnt eat another mossel, but sat hunting igh and low for the other arf.

He adnt been in Claybury more than a week afore he said ow surprised e was to see ow pore dumb animals was treated. He made a little speech about it one evening up at the schoolroom, and, arter he ad finished, he up and offered to give a prize of a gold watch that used to belong to is dear sister wot loved animals, to the one wot was the kindest to em afore he left the place.

If hed ha known Claybury men better e wouldnt ha done it. The very next morning Bill Chambers took is babys milk for the cat, and smacked is wifes ead for talking arter hed told er to stop. Henery Walker got into trouble for leaning over Charlie Stubbss fence and feeding his chickens for im, and Sam Joness wife had to run off ome to er mother arf-dressed because she had appened to overlay a sick rabbit wot Sam ad taken to bed with im to keep warm.

People used to stop animals in the road and try and do em a kindness  especially when Mr. Bunnett was passing  and Peter Gubbins walked past is house one day with ole Mrs. Broads cat in is arms. A bad-tempered old cat it was, and, wot with Peter kissing the top of its ead and calling of it Tiddleums, it nearly went out of its mind.

The fust time Mr. Bunnett see Bob Pretty was about a week arter hed offered that gold watch. Bob was stooping down very careful over something in the hedge, and Mr. Bunnett, going up quiet-like behind im, see im messing about with a pore old toad he ad found, with a smashed leg.

Wots the matter with it? ses Mr. Bunnett.

Bob didnt seem to hear im. He was a-kneeling on the ground with is ead on one side looking at the toad; and by and by he pulled out is pocketankercher and put the toad in it, as if it was made of egg-shells, and walked away.

Wots the matter with it? ses Mr. Bunnett, amost trotting to keep up with im.

Got its leg urt in some way, pore thing, ses Bob. I want to get it ome as soon as I can and wash it and put it on a piece o damp moss. But Im afraid its not long for this world.

Mr. Bunnett said it did im credit, and walked home alongside of im talking. He was surprised to find that Bob hadnt eard anything of the gold watch e was offering, but Bob said he was a busy, ard-working man and didnt ave no time to go to hear speeches or listen to tittle-tattle.

When Ive done my days work, he ses, I can always find a job in the garden, and arter that I go in and elp my missis put the children to bed. She aint strong, pore thing, and its better than wasting time and money up at the Cauliflower.

He ad a lot o talk with Mr. Bunnett for the next day or two, and when e went round with the toad on the third day as lively and well as possible the old genleman said it was a miracle. And so it would ha been if it had been the same toad.

He took a great fancy to Bob Pretty, and somehow or other they was always dropping acrost each other. He met Bob with is dog one day  a large, ugly brute, but amost as clever as wot Bob was imself. It stood there with its tongue anging out and looking at Bob uneasy-like out of the corner of its eye as Bob stood a-patting of it and calling it pet names.

 Wunnerful affectionate old dog, aint you, Joseph? ses Bob.

Hes got a kind eye, ses Mr. Bunnett.

Hes like another child to me, aint you, my pretty? ses Bob, smiling at im and feeling in is pocket. Here you are, old chap.

He threw down a biskit so sudden that Joseph, thinking it was a stone, went off like a streak o lightning with is tail between is legs and yelping his ardest. Most men would ha looked a bit foolish, but Bob Pretty didnt turn a hair.

Aint it wunnerful the sense theyve got, he ses to Mr. Bunnett, wot was still staring arter the dog.

Sense? ses the old genleman.

Yes, ses Bob smiling. His food aint been agreeing with im lately and hes starving hisself for a bit to get round agin, and e knew that e couldnt trust hisself alongside o this biskit. Wot a pity men aint like that with beer. I wish as ow Bill Chambers and Henery Walker and a few more ad been ere just now.

Mr. Bunnett agreed with im, and said wot a pity it was everybody adnt got Bob Prettys commonsense and good feeling.

It aint that, ses Bob, shaking his ead at him; it aint to my credit. I dessay if Sam Jones and Peter Gubbins, and Charlie Stubbs and Dicky Weed ad been brought up the same as I was theyd ave been a lot better than wot I am.

He bid Mr. Bunnett good-bye becos e said hed got to get back to is work, and Mr. Bunnett had ardly got ome afore Henery Walker turned up full of anxiousness to ask his advice about five little baby kittens wot is old cat had found in the wash-place: the night afore.

Drownd them little innercent things, same as most would do, I cant, he ses, shaking his ead; but wot to do with em I dont know.

Couldnt you find omes for em? ses Mr. Bunnett.

Henery Walker shook his ead agin. Taint no use thinking o that, he ses. Theres more cats than omes about ere. Why, Bill Chambers drownded six ony last week right afore the eyes of my pore little boy. Upset im dreadful it did.

Mr. Bunnett walked up and down the room thinking. We must try and find omes for em when they are old enough, he says at last; Ill go round myself and see wot I can do for you.

Henery Walker thanked im and went off ome doing a bit o thinking; and well he ad reason to. Everybody wanted one o them kittens. Peter Gubbins offered for to take two, and Mr. Bunnett told Henery Walker next day that e could ha found omes for em ten times over.

Youve no idea wot fine, kind-arted people they are in this village when their arts are touched, he ses, smiling at Henery. You ought to ave seen Mr. Joness smile when I asked im to take one. It did me good to see it. And I spoke to Mr. Chambers about drowning is kittens, and he told me e hadnt slept a wink ever since. And he offered to take your old cat to make up for it, if you was tired of keeping it.

It was very ard on Henery Walker, I must say that. Other people was getting the credit of bringing up is kittens, and more than that, they used to ask Mr. Bunnett into their places to see ow the little dears was a-getting on.

Kindness to animals caused more unpleasantness in Claybury than anything ad ever done afore. There was hardly a man as ud speak civil to each other, and the wimmen was amost as bad. Cats and dogs and such-like began to act as if the place belonged to em, and seven people stopped Mr. Bunnett one day to tell im that Joe Parsons ad been putting down rat-poison and killed five little baby rats and their mother.

It was some time afore anybody knew that Bob Pretty ad got is eye on that gold watch, and when they did they could ardly believe it. They give Bob credit for too much sense to waste time over wot they knew e couldnt get, but arter they ad heard one or two things they got alarmed, and pretty near the whole village went up to see Mr. Bunnett and tell im about Bobs true character. Mr. Bunnett couldnt believe em at fast, but arter they ad told im of Bobs poaching and the artful ways and tricks he ad of getting money as didnt belong to im e began to think different. He spoke to parson about im, and arter that e said he never wanted for to see Bob Prettys face again.

There was a fine to-do about it up at this ere Cauliflower public-ouse that night, and the quietest man o the whole lot was Bob Pretty. He sat still all the time drinking is beer and smiling at em and giving em good advice ow to get that gold watch.



[image: img423.jpg]



Its no good to me, he ses, shaking his ead. Im a pore labourin man, and I know my place.

Ow you could ever ave thought you ad a chance, Bob, I dont know, ses Henery Walker.

Ows the toad, Bob? ses Bill Chambers; and then they all laughed.

Laugh away, mates, ses Bob; I know you dont mean it. The ony thing Im sorry for is you cant all ave the gold watch, and Im sure youve worked ard enough for it; keeping Henery Walkers kittens for im, and hanging round Mr. Bunnetts.

Weve all got a better chance than wot you ave, Bob, ses little Dicky Weed the tailor.

The quietest man o the whole lot was Bob Pretty

Ah, thats your iggernerance, Dicky, ses Bob. Come to think it over quiet like, Im afraid I shall win it arter all. Cos why? Cos I deserves it.

They all laughed agin, and Bill Chambers laughed so arty that e joggled Peter Gubbinss arm and upset is beer.

Laugh away, ses Bob, pretending to get savage. Them that laughs best laughs last, mind. Ill ave that watch now, just to spite you all.

Ow are you going to get it, Bob? ses Sam Jones, jeering.

Never you mind, mate, ses Bob, stamping is foot; Im going to win it fair. Im going to ave it for kindness to pore dumb animals.

Ear! ear! ses Dicky Weed, winking at the others. Will you ave a bet on it, Bob?

No, ses Bob Pretty; I dont want to win no mans money. I like to earn my money in the sweat o my brow.

But you wont win it, Bob, ses Dicky, grinning. Look ere! Ill lay you a level bob you dont get it.

Bob shook his ead, and started talking to Bill Chambers about something else.

Ill bet you two bob to one, Bob, ses Dicky. Well, three to one, then.

Bob sat up and looked atim for a long time, considering, and at last he ses, All right, he ses, if Smith the landlord will mind the money I will.

He anded over his shilling, but very slow-like, and Dicky Weed anded over is money. Arter that Bob sat looking disagreeable like, especially when. Dicky said wot e was goin to do with the money, and by an by Sam Jones dared im to ave the same bet with im in sixpences.

Bob Pretty ad a pint more beer to think it over, and arter Bill Chambers ad stood im another, he said e would. He seemed a bit dazed like, and by the time he went ome he ad made bets with thirteen of em. Being Saturday night they ad all got money on em, and, as for Bob, he always ad some. Smith took care of the money and wrote it all up on a slate.

Why dont you ave a bit on, Mr. Smith? ses Dicky.

Oh, I dunno, ses Smith, wiping down the bar with a wet cloth.

Its the chance of a lifetime, ses Dicky.

Looks like it, ses Smith, coughing.

But e cant win, ses Sam Jones, looking a bit upset. Why, Mr. Bunnett said e ought to be locked up.

Hes been led away, ses Bob Pretty, shaking his ead. Hes a kind-arted old genleman when es left alone, and hell soon see wot a mistake es made about me. Ill show im. But I wish it was something more useful than a gold watch.

You aint got it yet, ses Bill Chambers.

No, mate, ses Bob.

And you stand to lose a sight o money, ses Sam Jones. If you like, Bob Pretty, you can ave your bet back with me.

Never mind, Sam, ses Bob; I wont take no advantage of you. If I lose youll ave sixpence to buy a rabbit-hutch with. Good-night, mates all.

He rumpled Bill Chamberss air for im as he passed  a thing Bill never can a-bear  and gave Henery Walker, wot was drinking beer, a smack on the back wot nearly ruined im for life.

Some of em went and told Mr. Bunnett some more things about Bob next day, but they might as well ha saved their breath. The old genleman said he knew all about im and he never wanted to ear his name mentioned agin. Arter which they began for to ave a more cheerful way of looking at things; and Sam Jones said e was going to ave a hole bored through is sixpence and wear it round is neck to aggravate Bob Pretty with.
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For the next three or four weeks Bob Pretty seemed to keep very quiet, and we all began to think as ow he ad made a mistake for once. Everybody else was trying their ardest for the watch, and all Bob done was to make a laugh of em and to say he believed it was ony made of brass arter all. Then one arternoon, just a few days afore Mr. Bunnetts time was up at the farm, Bob took is dog out for a walk, and arter watching the farm for some time met the old genleman by accident up at Coes plantation.

Good arternoon, sir, he ses, smiling at im. Wot wunnerful fine weather were a-having for the time o year. Ive just brought Joseph out for a bit of a walk. He aint been wot I might call hisself for the last day or two, and I thought a little fresh air might do im good.

Mr. Bunnett just looked at him, and then e passed im by without a word.

I wanted to ask your advice about im, ses Bob, turning round and follering of im. Hes a delikit animal, and sometimes I wonder whether I avent been a-pampering of im too much.

Go away, ses Mr. Bunnett; Iveeard all about you. Go away at once.

Heard all about me? ses Bob Pretty, looking puzzled. Well, you cant ave heard no arm, thats one comfort.

Ive been told your true character, ses the old genleman, very firm. And Im ashamed that I should have let myself be deceived by you. I hope youll try and do better while there is still time.

If anybody as got anything to say agin my character, says Bob, I wish as theyd say it to my face. Im a pore, hard-working man, and my characters all Ive got.

Youre poorer than you thought you was then, says Mr. Bunnett. I wish you good arternoon.

Good arternoon, sir, ses Bob, very humble. Im afraid some on em ave been telling lies about me, and I didnt think Id got a enemy in the world. Come on, Joseph. Come on, old pal. We aint wanted here.

He shook is ead with sorrow, and made a little sucking noise between is teeth, and afore you could wink, his dog ad laid hold of the old genlemans leg and kep quiet waiting orders.

Help! screams Mr. Bunnett. Call, im off! Call im off!

Bob said arterwards that e was foolish enough to lose is presence o mind for a moment, and instead o doing anything he stood there gaping with is mouth open.

Call im off! screams Mr. Bunnett, trying to push the dog away. Why dont you call him off?

Dont move, ses Bob Pretty in a frightened voice. Dont move, wotever you do.

Call him off! Take im away! ses Mr. Bunnett.

Why, Joseph! Joseph! Wotever are you a-thinking of? ses Bob, shaking is ead at the dog. Im surprised at you! Dont you know Mr. Bunnett wot is so fond of animals?

If you dont call im off, ses Mr. Bunnett, trembling all over, Ill have you locked up.

I am a-calling im off, ses Bob, looking very puzzled. Didnt you ear me? Its you making that noise that excites im, I think. Praps if you keep quiet hell leave go. Come off, Joseph, old boy, theres a good doggie. That aint a bone.

Its no good talking to im like that, ses Mr. Bunnett, keeping quiet but trembling worse than ever. Make him let go.

I dont want to urt his feelings, ses Bob; theyve got their feelings the same as wot we ave. Besides, praps it aint is fault  praps hes gone mad.

HELP! ses the old genleman, in a voice that might ha been heard a mile away. HELP!

Why dont you keep quiet? ses Bob. Youre ony frightening the pore animal and making things worse. Joseph, leave go and Ill see whether theres a biskit in my pocket. Why dont you leave go?

Pull him off. Hit im, ses Mr. Bunnett, shouting.

Wot? ses Bob Pretty, with a start. Hit a poor, dumb animal wot dont know no better! Why, youd never forgive me, sir, and I should lose the gold watch besides.

No, you wont, ses Mr. Bunnett, speaking very fast. Youll ave as much chance of it as ever you had. Hit im! Quick!

It ud break my art, ses Bob. Hed never forgive me; but if youll take the responserbility, and then go straight ome and give me the gold watch now for kindness to animals, I will.

He shook his ead with sorrow and made that sucking noise agin.

All right, you shall ave it, ses Mr. Bunnett, shouting. You shall ave it.

For kindness to animals? ses Bob. Honour bright?

Yes, ses Mr. Bunnett.

Bob Pretty lifted is foot and caught Joseph one behind that surprised im. Then he elped Mr. Bunnett look at is leg, and arter pointing out that the skin wasnt hardly broken, and saying that Joseph ad got the best mouth of any dog in Claybury, e walked ome with the old genleman and got the watch. He said Mr. Bunnett made a little speech when e gave it to im wot he couldnt remember, and wot he wouldnt repeat if e could.
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He came up to this ere Cauliflower public-ouse the same night for the money e had won, and Bill Chambers made another speech, but, as Smith the landlord put in outside for it, it didnt do Bob Pretty the good it ought to ha done.


THE BEQUEST

R. Robert Clarkson sat by his fire, smoking thoughtfully. His lifelong neighbour and successful rival in love had passed away a few days before, and Mr. Clarkson, fresh from the obsequies, sat musing on the fragility of man and the inconvenience that sometimes attended his departure.

His meditations were disturbed by a low knocking on the front door, which opened on to the street. In response to his invitation it opened slowly, and a small middle-aged man of doleful aspect entered softly and closed it behind him.

Evening, Bob, he said, in stricken accents. I thought Id just step round to see how you was bearing up. Fancy pore old Phipps! Why, Id amost as soon it had been me. Amost.
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Mr. Clarkson nodded.

Here to-day and gone to-morrow, continued Mr. Smithson, taking a seat. Well, well! So youll have her at last-pore thing.

That was his wish, said Mr. Clarkson, in a dull voice.

And very generous of him too, said Mr. Smithson. Everybody is saying so. Certainly he couldnt take her away with him. How long is it since you was both of you courting her?

Thirty years come June, replied the other.

Shows what waiting does, and patience, commented Mr. Smithson. If youd been like some chaps and gone abroad, where would you have been now? Where would have been the reward of your faithful heart?

Mr. Clarkson, whose pipe had gone out, took a coal from the fire and lit it again.

I cant understand him dying at his age, he said, darkly. He ought to have lived to ninety if hed been taken care of.

Well, hes gone, pore chap, said his friend. What a blessing it must ha been to him in his last moments to think that he had made provision for his wife.

Provision! exclaimed Mr. Clarkson. Why hes left her nothing but the furniture and fifty pounds insurance money  nothing in the world.

Mr. Smithson fidgeted. I mean you, he said, staring.

Oh! said the other. Oh, yes  yes, of course.

And he doesnt want you to eat your heart out in waiting, said Mr. Smithson. Never mind about me, he said to her; you go and make Bob happy. Wonderful pretty girl she used to be, didnt she? Mr. Clarkson assented.

And Ive no doubt she looks the same to you as ever she did, pursued the sentimental Mr. Smithson. Thats the extraordinary part of it.

Mr. Clarkson turned and eyed him; removed the pipe from his mouth, and, after hesitating a moment, replaced it with a jerk.

She says shed rather be faithful to his memory, continued the persevering Mr. Smithson, but his wishes are her law. She said so to my missis only yesterday.

Still, she ought to be considered, said Mr. Clarkson, shaking his head. I think that somebody ought to put it to her. She has got her feelings, poor thing, and, if she would rather not marry again, she oughtnt to be compelled to.

Just what my missis did say to her, said the other; but she didnt pay much attention. She said it was Henrys wish and she didnt care what happened to her now hes gone. Besides, if you come to think of it, what else is she to do? Dont you worry, Bob; you wont lose her again.

Mr. Clarkson, staring at the fire, mused darkly. For thirty years he had played the congenial part of the disappointed admirer but faithful friend. He had intended to play it for at least fifty or sixty. He wished that he had had the strength of mind to refuse the bequest when the late Mr. Phipps first mentioned it, or taken a firmer line over the congratulations of his friends. As it was, Little Molton quite understood that after thirty years waiting the faithful heart was to be rewarded at last. Public opinion seemed to be that the late Mr. Phipps had behaved with extraordinary generosity.

Its rather late in life for me to begin, said Mr. Clarkson at last.

Better late than never, said the cheerful Mr. Smithson.

And something seems to tell me that I aint long for this world, continued Mr. Clarkson, eyeing him with some disfavour.

Stuff and nonsense, said Mr. Smithson. Youll lose all them ideas as soon as youre married. Youll have somebody to look after you and help you spend your money.

Mr. Clarkson emitted a dismal groan, and clapping his hand over his mouth strove to make it pass muster as a yawn. It was evident that the malicious Mr. Smithson was deriving considerable pleasure from his discomfiture  the pleasure natural to the father of seven over the troubles of a comfortable bachelor. Mr. Clarkson, anxious to share his troubles with somebody, came to a sudden and malicious determination to share them with Mr. Smithson.

I dont want anybody to help me spend my money, he said, slowly. First and last Ive saved a tidy bit. Ive got this house, those three cottages in Turners Lane, and pretty near six hundred pounds in the bank.

Mr. Smithsons eyes glistened.

I had thought  it had occurred to me, said Mr. Clarkson, trying to keep as near the truth as possible, to leave my property to a friend o mine  a hard-working man with a large family. However, its no use talking about that now. Its too late.

Who  who was it? inquired his friend, trying to keep his voice steady.

Mr. Clarkson shook his head. Its no good talking about that now, George, he said, eyeing him with sly enjoyment. I shall have to leave everything to my wife now. After all, perhaps it does more harm than good to leave money to people.

Rubbish! said Mr. Smithson, sharply. Who was it?

You, George, said Mr. Clarkson, softly.

Me? said the other, with a gasp. Me? He jumped up from his chair, and, seizing the others hand, shook it fervently.
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I oughtnt to have told you, George, said Mr. Clarkson, with great satisfaction. Itll only make you miserable. Its just one o the might ha beens.

Mr. Smithson, with his back to the fire and his hands twisted behind him, stood with his eyes fixed in thought.

Its rather cool of Phipps, he said, after a long silence; rather cool, I think, to go out of the world and just leave his wife to you to look after. Some men wouldnt stand it. Youre too easy-going, Bob, thats whats the matter with you.

Mr. Clarkson sighed.

And get took advantage of, added his friend.

Its all very well to talk, said Mr. Clarkson, but what can I do? I ought to have spoke up at the time. Its too late now.

If I was you, said his friend very earnestly, and didnt want to marry her, I should tell her so. Say what you like it aint fair to her you know. It aint fair to the pore woman. Shed never forgive you if she found it out.

Everybodys taking it for granted, said the other.

Let everybody look after their own business, said Mr. Smithson, tartly. Now, look here, Bob; suppose I get you out of this business, how am I to be sure youll leave your property to me?  not that I want it. Suppose you altered your will?

If you get me out of it, every penny I leave will go to you, said Mr. Clarkson, fervently. I havent got any relations, and it dont matter in the slightest to me who has it after Im gone.

As true as you stand there? demanded the other, eyeing him fixedly.

As true as I stand here, said Mr. Clarkson, smiting his chest, and shook hands again.

Long after his visitor had gone he sat gazing in a brooding fashion at the fire. As a single man his wants were few, and he could live on his savings; as the husband of Mrs. Phipps he would be compelled to resume the work he thought he had dropped for good three years before. Moreover, Mrs. Phipps possessed a strength of character that had many times caused him to congratulate himself upon her choice of a husband.

Slowly but surely his fetters were made secure. Two days later the widow departed to spend six weeks with a sister; but any joy that he might have felt over the circumstance was marred by the fact that he had to carry her bags down to the railway station and see her off. The key of her house was left with him, with strict injunctions to go in and water her geraniums every day, while two canaries and a bullfinch had to be removed to his own house in order that they might have constant attention and company.

Shes doing it on purpose, said Mr. Smithson, fiercely; shes binding you hand and foot.

Mr. Clarkson assented gloomily. Im trusting to you, George, he remarked.

Howd it be to forget to water the geraniums and let the birds die because they missed her so much? suggested Mr. Smithson, after prolonged thought.

Mr. Clarkson shivered.

It would be a hint, said his friend.

Mr. Clarkson took some letters from the mantelpiece and held them up. She writes about them every day, he said, briefly, and I have to answer them.

She  she dont refer to your getting married, I suppose? said his friend, anxiously.

Mr. Clarkson said No. But her sister does, he added. Ive had two letters from her.

Mr. Smithson got up and paced restlessly up and down the room. Thats women all over, he said, bitterly. They never ask for things straight out; but they always get em in roundabout ways. She cant do it herself, so she gets her sister to do it.

Mr. Clarkson groaned. And her sister is hinting that she cant leave the house where she spent so many happy years, he said, and says what a pleasant surprise it would be for Mrs. Phipps if she was to come home and find it done up.

That means youve got to live there when youre married, said his friend, solemnly.

Mr. Clarkson glanced round his comfortable room and groaned again. She asked me to get an estimate from Digson, he said, dully. She knows as well as I do her sister hasnt got any money. I wrote to say that it had better be left till she comes home, as I might not know what was wanted.

Mr. Smithson nodded approval.

And Mrs. Phipps wrote herself and thanked me for being so considerate, continued his friend, grimly, and says that when she comes back we must go over the house together and see what wants doing.

Mr. Smithson got up and walked round the room again.

You never promised to marry her? he said, stopping suddenly.

No, said the other. Its all been arranged for me. I never said a word. I couldnt tell Phipps I wouldnt have her with them all standing round, and him thinking he was doing me the greatest favour in the world.

Well, she cant name the day unless you ask her, said the other. All youve got to do is to keep quiet and not commit yourself. Be as cool as you can, and, just before she comes home, you go off to London on business and stay there as long as possible.

Mr. Clarkson carried out his instructions to the letter, and Mrs. Phipps, returning home at the end of her visit, learned that he had left for London three days before, leaving the geraniums and birds to the care of Mr. Smithson. From the hands of that unjust steward she received two empty bird-cages, together with a detailed account of the manner in which the occupants had effected their escape, and a bullfinch that seemed to be suffering from torpid liver. The condition of the geraniums was ascribed to worms in the pots, frost, and premature decay.

They go like it sometimes, said Mr. Smithson, and when they do nothing will save em.

Mrs. Phipps thanked him. Its very kind of you to take so much trouble, she said, quietly; some people would have lost the cages too while they were about it.

I did my best, said Mr. Smithson, in a surly voice.

I know you did, said Mrs. Phipps, thoughtfully, and I am sure I am much obliged to you. If there is anything of yours I can look after at any time I shall be only too pleased. When did you say Mr. Clarkson was coming back?

He dont know, said Mr. Smithson, promptly. He might be away a month; and then, again, he might be away six. It all depends. You know what business is.

Its very thoughtful of him, said Mrs. Phipps. Very.

Thoughtful! repeated Mr. Smithson.

He has gone away for a time out of consideration for me, said the widow. As things are, it is a little bit awkward for us to meet much at present.

I dont think hes gone away for that at all, said the other, bluntly.

Mrs. Phipps shook her head. Ah, you dont know him as well as I do, she said, fondly. He has gone away on my account, I feel sure.

Mr. Smithson screwed his lips together and remained silent.

When he feels that it is right and proper for him to come back, pursued Mrs. Phipps, turning her eyes upwards, he will come. He has left his comfortable home just for my sake, and I shall not forget it.

Mr. Smithson coughed-a short, dry cough, meant to convey incredulity.

I shall not do anything to this house till he comes back, said Mrs. Phipps. I expect he would like to have a voice in it. He always used to admire it and say how comfortable it was. Well, well, we never know what is before us.

Mr. Smithson repeated the substance of the interview to Mr. Clarkson by letter, and in the lengthy correspondence that followed kept him posted as to the movements of Mrs. Phipps. By dint of warnings and entreaties he kept the bridegroom-elect in London for three months. By that time Little Molton was beginning to talk.

Theyre beginning to see how the land lays, said Mr. Smithson, on the evening of his friends return, and if you keep quiet and do as I tell you shell begin to see it too. As I said before, she cant name the day till you ask her.

Mr. Clarkson agreed, and the following morning, when he called upon Mrs. Phipps at her request, his manner was so distant that she attributed it to ill-health following business worries and the atmosphere of London. In the front parlour Mr. Digson, a small builder and contractor, was busy whitewashing.

I thought we might as well get on with that, said Mrs. Phipps; there is only one way of doing whitewashing, and the room has got to be done. To-morrow Mr. Digson will bring up some papers, and, if youll come round, you can help me choose.

Mr. Clarkson hesitated. Why not choose em yourself? he said at last.

Just what I told her, said Mr. Digson, stroking his black beard. Whatll please you will be sure to please him, I says; and if it dont it ought to.
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Mr. Clarkson started. Perhaps you could help her choose, he said, sharply.

Mr. Digson came down from his perch. Just what I said, he replied. If Mrs. Phipps will let me advise her, Ill make this house so she wont know it before Ive done with it.

Mr. Digson has been very kind, said Mrs. Phipps, reproachfully.

Not at all, maam, said the builder, softly. Anything I can do to make you happy or comfortable will be a pleasure to me.

Mr. Clarkson started again, and an odd idea sent his blood dancing. Digson was a widower; Mrs. Phipps was a widow. Could anything be more suitable or desirable?

Better let him choose, he said. After all, he ought to be a good judge.

Mrs. Phipps, after a faint protest, gave way, and Mr. Digson, smiling broadly, mounted his perch again.

Mr. Clarksons first idea was to consult Mr. Smithson; then he resolved to wait upon events. The idea was fantastic to begin with, but, if things did take such a satisfactory turn, he could not help reflecting that it would not be due to any efforts on the part of Mr. Smithson, and he would no longer be under any testamentary obligations to that enterprising gentleman.

By the end of a week he was jubilant. A child could have told Mr. Digsons intentions  and Mrs. Phipps was anything but a child. Mr. Clarkson admitted cheerfully that Mr. Digson was a younger and better-looking man than himself  a more suitable match in every way. And, so far as he could judge, Mrs. Phipps seemed to think so. At any rate, she had ceased to make the faintest allusion to any tie between them. He left her one day painting a door, while the attentive Digson guided the brush, and walked homewards smiling.

Morning! said a voice behind him.

Morning, Bignell, said Mr. Clarkson.

When  when is it to be? inquired his friend, walking beside him.

Mr. Clarkson frowned. When is what to be? he demanded, disagreeably.

Mr. Bignell lowered his voice. Youll lose her if you aint careful, he said. Mark my words. Cant you see Digsons little game?

Mr. Clarkson shrugged his shoulders.

Hes after her money, said the other, with a cautious glance around.

Money? said the other, with an astonished laugh. Why, she hasnt got any.

Oh, all right, said Mr. Bignell. You know best of course. I was just giving you the tip, but if you know better  why, theres nothing more to be said. Shell be riding in her carriage and pair in six months, anyhow; the richest woman in Little Molton.
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Mr. Clarkson stopped short and eyed him in perplexity.

Digson got a bit sprung one night and told me, said Mr. Bignell. She dont know it herself yet  uncle on her mothers side in America. She might know at any moment.

But  but how did Digson know? inquired the astonished Mr. Clarkson.

He wouldnt tell me, was the reply. But its good enough for him. What do you think hes after? Her? And mind, dont let on to a soul that I told you.

He walked on, leaving Mr. Clarkson standing in a dazed condition in the centre of the foot-path. Recovering himself by an effort, he walked slowly away, and, after prowling about for some time in an aimless fashion, made his way back to Mrs. Phippss house.

He emerged an hour later an engaged man, with the date of the wedding fixed. With jaunty steps he walked round and put up the banns, and then, with the air of a man who has completed a successful stroke of business, walked homewards.

Little Molton is a small town and news travels fast, but it did not travel faster than Mr. Smithson as soon as he had heard it. He burst into Mr. Clarksons room like the proverbial hurricane, and, gasping for breath, leaned against the table and pointed at him an incriminating finger.

You youve been running, said Mr. Clarkson, uneasily.

What  what  what do you  mean by it? gasped Mr. Smithson. After all my trouble. After our  bargain.

I altered my mind, said Mr. Clarkson, with dignity.

Pah! said the other.

Just in time, said Mr. Clarkson, speaking rapidly. Another day and I believe I should ha been too late. It took me pretty near an hour to talk her over. Said Id been neglecting her, and all that sort of thing; said that she was beginning to think I didnt want her. As hard a job as ever I had in my life.

But you didnt want her, said the amazed Mr. Smithson. You told me so.

You misunderstood me, said Mr. Clarkson, coughing. You jump at conclusions.

Mr. Smithson sat staring at him. I heard, he said at last, with an effort... I heard that Digson was paying her attentions.

Mr. Clarkson spoke without thought. Ha, he was only after her money, he said, severely. Good heavens! Whats the matter?

Mr. Smithson, who had sprung to his feet, made no reply, but stood for some time incapable of speech.

What  is  the  matter? repeated Mr. Clarkson. Aint you well?

Mr. Smithson swayed a little, and sank slowly back into his chair again.

Rooms too hot, said his astonished host.

Mr. Smithson, staring straight before him, nodded.

As I was saying, resumed Mr. Clarkson, in the low tones of confidence, Digson was after her money. Of course her money dont make any difference to me, although, perhaps, I may be able to do something for friends like you. Its from an uncle in America on her mothers

Mr. Smithson made a strange moaning noise, and, snatching his hat from the table, clapped it on his head and made for the door. Mr. Clarkson flung his arms around him and dragged him back by main force.

What are you carrying on like that for? he demanded. What do you mean by it?

Fancy! returned Mr. Smithson, with intense bitterness. I thought Digson was the biggest fool in the place, and I find Ive made a mistake. So have you. Good-night.

He opened the door and dashed out. Mr. Clarkson, with a strange sinking at his heart, watched him up the road.


THE GUARDIAN ANGEL

The night-watchman shook his head. I never met any of these phil  philantherpists, as you call em, he said, decidedly. If I ad they wouldnt ave got away from me in a hurry, I can tell you. I dont say I dont believe in em; I only say I never met any of em. If people do you a kindness its generally because they want to get something out of you; same as a man once  a perfick stranger  wot stood me eight arf-pints becos I reminded im of his dead brother, and then borrered five bob off of me.

O course, there must be some kind-arted people in the world  all men who get married must ave a soft spot somewhere, if its only in the ead  but they dont often give things away. Kind-artedness is often only another name for artfulness, same as Sam Smalls kindness to Ginger Dick and Peter Russet.

It started with a row. They was just back from a vyge and ad taken a nice room together in Wapping, and for the fust day or two, wot with aving plenty o money to spend and nothing to do, they was like three brothers. Then, in a little, old-fashioned public-ouse down Poplar way, one night they fell out over a little joke Ginger played on Sam.

It was the fust drink that evening, and Sam ad just ordered a pot o beer and three glasses, when Ginger winked at the landlord and offered to bet Sam a level arf-dollar that e wouldnt drink off that pot o beer without taking breath. The landlord held the money, and old Sam, with a appy smile on is face, ad just taken up the mug, when he noticed the odd way in which they was all watching him. Twice he took the mug up and put it down agin without starting and asked em wot the little game was, but they ony laughed. He took it up the third time and started, and he ad just got about arf-way through when Ginger turns to the landlord and ses  

Did you catch it in the mouse-trap, he ses, or did it die of poison?

Pore Sam started as though he ad been shot, and, arter getting rid of the beer in is mouth, stood there olding the mug away from im and making such orrible faces that they was amost frightened.

Wots the matter with him? Ive never seen im carry on like that over a drop of beer before, ses Ginger, staring.

He usually likes it, ses Peter Russet.

Not with a dead mouse in it, ses Sam, trembling with passion.

Mouse? ses Ginger, innercent-like. Mouse? Why, I didnt say it was in your beer, Sam. Wotever put that into your ead?

And made you lose your bet, ses Peter.

Then old Sam see ow hed been done, and the way he carried on when the landlord gave Ginger the arf-dollar, and said it was won fair and honest, was a disgrace. He opped about that bar arf crazy, until at last the landlord and is brother, and a couple o soldiers, and a helpless cripple wot wos selling matches, put im outside and told im to stop there.

He stopped there till Ginger and Peter came out, and then, drawing imself up in a proud way, he told em their characters and wot he thought about em. And he said e never wanted to see wot they called their faces agin as long as he lived.

Ive done with you, he ses, both of you, for ever.

All right, ses Ginger moving off. Ta-ta for the present. Lets ope hell come ome in a better temper, Peter.

Ome? ses Sam, with a nasty laugh, ome? Dye think Im coming back to breathe the same air as you, Ginger? Dye think I want to be suffocated?

He held his ead up very igh, and, arter looking at them as if they was dirt, he turned round and walked off with his nose in the air to spend the evening by imself.

His temper kept him up for a time, but arter a while he ad to own up to imself that it was very dull, and the later it got the more he thought of is nice warm bed. The more e thought of it the nicer and warmer it seemed, and, arter a struggle between his pride and a few arf-pints, he got is good temper back agin and went off ome smiling.

The room was dark when e got there, and, arter standing listening a moment to Ginger and Peter snoring, he took off is coat and sat down on is bed to take is boots off. He only sat down for a flash, and then he bent down and hit his ead an awful smack against another ead wot ad just started up to see wot it was sitting on its legs.

He thought it was Peter or Ginger in the wrong bed at fust, but afore he could make it out Ginger ad got out of is own bed and lit the candle. Then e saw it was a stranger in is bed, and without saying a word he laid old of him by the air and began dragging him out.

Here, stop that! ses Ginger catching hold of im. Lend a hand ere, Peter.

Peter lent a hand and screwed it into the back o Sams neck till he made im leave go, and then the stranger, a nasty-looking little chap with a yellow face and a little dark moustache, told Sam wot hed like to do to him.

Who are you? ses Sam, and wot are you a-doing of in my bed?

Its our lodger, ses Ginger.

Your wot? ses Sam, ardly able to believe his ears.

Our lodger, ses Peter Russet. Weve let im the bed you said you didnt want for sixpence a night. Now you take yourself off.

Old Sam couldnt speak for a minute; there was no words that he knew bad enough, but at last he licks is lips and he ses, Ive paid for that bed up to Saturday, and Im going to have it.

He rushed at the lodger, but Peter and Ginger got hold of im agin and put im down on the floor and sat on im till he promised to beave himself. They let im get up at last, and then, arter calling themselves names for their kind-artedness, they said if he was very good he might sleep on the floor.

Sam looked at em for a moment, and then, without a word, he took off is boots and put on is coat and went up in a corner to be out of the draught, but, wot with the cold and is temper, and the hardness of the floor, it was a long time afore e could get to sleep. He dropped off at last, and it seemed to im that he ad only just closed is eyes when it was daylight. He opened one eye and was just going to open the other when he saw something as made im screw em both up sharp and peep through is eyelashes. The lodger was standing at the foot o Gingers bed, going through is pockets, and then, arter waiting a moment and aving a look round, he went through Peter Russets. Sam lay still mouse while the lodger tip-toed out o the room with is boots in his and, and then, springing up, follered him downstairs.
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He caught im up just as he ad undone the front door, and, catching hold of im by the back o the neck, shook im till e was tired. Then he let go of im and, holding his fist under is nose, told im to hand over the money, and look sharp about it.

Ye  ye  yes, sir, ses the lodger, who was arf choked.

Sam held out his and, and the lodger, arter saying it was only a little bit o fun on is part, and telling im wot a fancy he ad taken to im from the fust, put Gingers watch and chain into his ands and eighteen pounds four shillings and sevenpence. Sam put it into his pocket, and, arter going through the lodgers pockets to make sure he adnt forgot anything, opened the door and flung im into the street. He stopped on the landing to put the money in a belt he was wearing under is clothes, and then e went back on tip-toe to is corner and went to sleep with one eye open and the appiest smile that had been on his face for years.

He shut both eyes when he eard Ginger wake up, and he slept like a child through the orrible noise that Peter and Ginger see fit to make when they started to put their clothes on. He got tired of it afore they did, and, arter opening is eyes slowly and yawning, he asked Ginger wot he meant by it.

Youll wake your lodger up if you aint careful, making that noise, he ses. Wots the matter?

Sam, ses Ginger, in a very different voice to wot he ad used the night before, Sam, old pal, hes taken all our money and bolted.

Wot? ses Sam, sitting up on the floor and blinking, Nonsense!

Robbed me and Peter, ses Ginger, in a trembling voice; taken every penny weve got, and my watch and chain.

Youre dreaming, ses Sam.

I wish I was, ses Ginger.

But surely, Ginger, ses Sam, standing up, surely you didnt take a lodger without a character?

He seemed such a nice chap, ses Peter. We was only saying wot a much nicer chap he was than  than  

Go on, Peter, ses Sam, very perlite.

Than he might ha been, ses Ginger, very quick.

Well, Ive ad a wonderful escape, ses Sam. If it hadnt ha been for sleeping in my clothes I suppose hed ha ad my money as well.

He felt in is pockets anxious-like, then he smiled, and stood there letting is money fall through is fingers into his pocket over and over agin.

Pore chap, he ses; pore chap; praps hed got a starving wife and family. Who knows? It aint for us to judge im, Ginger.

He stood a little while longer chinking is money, and when he took off his coat to wash Ginger Dick poured the water out for im and Peter Russet picked up the soap, which ad fallen on the floor. Then they started pitying themselves, looking very ard at the back of old Sam while they did it.

I spose weve got to starve, Peter, ses Ginger, in, a sad voice.

Looks like it, ses Peter, dressing hisself very slowly.

Theres nobodyll mourn for me, thats one comfort, ses Ginger.

Or me, ses Peter.

Praps Samll miss us a bit, ses Ginger, grinding is teeth as old Sam went on washing as if he was deaf. Hess the only real pal we ever ad.

Wot are you talking about? ses Sam, turning round with the soap in his eyes, and feeling for the towel. Wot dye want to starve for? Why dont you get a ship?

I thought we was all going to sign on in the Cheaspeake agin, Sam, ses Ginger, very mild.

She wont be ready for sea for pretty near three weeks, ses Sam. You know that.

Praps Sam would lend us a trifle to go on with, Ginger, ses Peter Russet. Just enough to keep body and soul together, so as we can hold out and ave the pleasure of sailing with im agin.

Praps he wouldnt, ses Sam, afore Ginger could open his mouth. Ive just got about enough to last myself; I avent got any to lend. Sailormen wot turns on their best friends and makes them sleep on the cold ard floor while their new pal is in his bed dont get money lent to em. My neck is so stiff it creaks every time I move it, and Ive got the rheumatics in my legs something cruel.

He began to um a song, and putting on is cap went out to get some brekfuss. He went to a little eating-ouse near by, where they was in the abit of going, and ad just started on a plate of eggs and bacon when Ginger Dick and Peter came into the place with a pocket-ankercher of is wot they ad found in the fender.

We thought you might want it, Sam, ses Peter.
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So we brought it along, ses Ginger. I ope youre enjoying of your brekfuss, Sam.

Sam took the ankercher and thanked em very perlite, and arter standing there for a minute or two as if they wanted to say something they couldnt remember, they sheered off. When Sam left the place arf-an-hour afterwards they was still hanging about, and as Sam passed Ginger asked im if he was going for a walk.

Walk? ses Sam. Certnly not. Im going to bed; I didnt ave a good nights rest like you and your lodger.

He went back ome, and arter taking off is coat and boots got into bed and slept like a top till one oclock, when he woke up to find Ginger shaking im by the shoulders.

Wots the matter? he ses. Wot are you up to?

Its dinner-time, ses Ginger. I thought praps youd like to know, in case you missed it.

You leave me alone, ses Sam, cuddling into the clothes agin. I dont want no dinner. You go and look arter your own dinners.

He stayed in bed for another arf-hour, listening to Peter and Ginger telling each other in loud whispers ow hungry they was, and then he got up and put is things on and went to the door.

Im going to get a bit o dinner, he ses. And mind, Ive got my pocket ankercher.

He went out and ad a steak and onions and a pint o beer, but, although he kept looking up sudden from is plate, he didnt see Peter or Ginger. It spoilt is dinner a bit, but arter he got outside e saw them standing at the corner, and, pretending not to see them, he went off for a walk down the Mile End Road.

He walked as far as Bow with them folleringim, and then he jumped on a bus and rode back as far as Whitechapel. There was no sign of em when he got off, and, feeling a bit lonesome, he stood about looking in shop-windows until e see them coming along as hard as they could come.

Why, halloa! he ses. Where did you spring from?

We  we  weve been  for a bit of a walk, ses Ginger Dick, puffing and blowing like a grampus.

To-keep down the unger, ses Peter Russet.

Old Sam looked at em very stern for a moment, then he beckoned em to foller im, and, stopping at a little public-ouse, he went in and ordered a pint o bitter.

And give them two pore fellers a crust o bread and cheese and arf-a-pint of four ale each, he ses to the barmaid.

Ginger and Peter looked at each other, but they was so hungry they didnt say a word; they just stood waiting.

Put that inside you my pore fellers, ses Sam, with a oily smile. I cant bear to see people suffering for want o food, he ses to the barmaid, as he chucked down a sovereign on the counter.

The barmaid, a very nice gal with black air and her fingers covered all over with rings, said that it did im credit, and they stood there talking about tramps and beggars and such-like till Peter and Ginger nearly choked. He stood there watching em and smoking a threepenny cigar, and when they ad finished he told the barmaid to give em a sausage-roll each, and went off.

Peter and Ginger snatched up their sausage-rolls and follered im, and at last Ginger swallowed his pride and walked up to im and asked im to lend them some money.

Youll get it back agin, he ses. You know that well enough.

Certnly not, ses Sam; and Im surprised at you asking. Why, a child could rob you. Its ard enough as it is for a pore man like me to ave to keep a couple o hulking sailormen, but Im not going to give you money to chuck away on lodgers. No more sleeping on the floor for me! Now I dont want none o your langwidge, and I dont want you follering me like a couple o cats arter a meat-barrer. I shall be aving a cup o tea at Browns coffee-shop by and by, and if youre there at five sharp Ill see wot I can do for you. Wot did you call me?

Ginger told im three times, and then Peter Russet dragged im away. They turned up outside Browns at a quarter to five, and at ten past six Sam Small strolled up smoking a cigar, and, arter telling them that he ad forgot all about em, took em inside and paid for their teas. He told Mr. Brown e was paying for em, and e told the gal wot served em e was paying for em, and it was all pore Ginger could do to stop imself from throwing his plate in is face.

Sam went off by imself, and arter walking about all the evening without a hapenny in their pockets, Ginger Dick and Peter went off ome to bed and went to sleep till twelve oclock, when Sam came in and woke em up to tell em about a music-all he ad been to, and ow many pints he had ad. He sat up in bed till past one oclock talking about imself, and twice Peter Russet woke Ginger up to listen and got punched for is trouble.

They both said theyd get a ship next morning, and then old Sam turned round and wouldnt ear of it. The airs he gave imself was awful. He said hed tell em when they was to get a ship, and if they went and did things without asking im hed let em starve.

He kept em with im all that day for fear of losing em and having to give em their money when e met em agin instead of spending it on em and getting praised for it. They ad their dinner with im at Browns, and nothing they could do pleased him. He spoke to Peter Russet out loud about making a noise while he was eating, and directly arterwards he told Ginger to use his pocket ankercher. Pore Ginger sat there looking at im and swelling and swelling until he nearly bust, and Sam told im if he couldnt keep is temper when people was trying to do im a kindness hed better go and get somebody else to keep him.

He took em to a music-all that night, but he spoilt it all for em by taking em into the little public-ouse in Whitechapel Road fust and standing em a drink. He told the barmaid e was keeping em till they could find a job, and arter she ad told him he was too soft-arted and would only be took advantage of, she brought another barmaid up to look at em and ask em wot they could do, and why they didnt do it.

Sam served em like that for over a week, and he ad so much praise from Mr. Brown and other people that it nearly turned his ead. For once in his life he ad it pretty near all is own way. Twice Ginger Dick slipped off and tried to get a ship and came back sulky and hungry, and once Peter Russet sprained his thumb trying to get a job at the docks.

They gave it up then and kept to Sam like a couple o shadders, only giving im back-answers when they felt as if something ud give way inside if they didnt. For the fust time in their lives they began to count the days till their boat was ready for sea. Then something happened.

They was all coming ome late one night along the Minories, when Ginger Dick gave a shout and, suddenly bolting up a little street arter a man that ad turned up there, fust of all sent im flying with a heavy punch of is fist, and then knelt on im.

Now then Ginger, ses Sam bustling up with Peter Russet, wots all this? Wot yer doing?

Its the thief, ses Ginger. Its our lodger. You keep still! he ses shaking the man. Dye hear?

Peter gave a shout of joy, and stood by to help.

Nonsense! ses old Sam, turning pale. Youve been drinking, Ginger. This comes of standing you arf-pints.

Its him right enough, ses Ginger. Id know is ugly face anywhere.

You come off ome at once, ses Sam, very sharp, but his voice trembling. At once. Dye hear me?

Fetch a policeman, Peter, ses Ginger.

Let the pore feller go, I tell you, ses Sam, stamping his foot. Ow would you like to be locked up? Ow would you like to be torn away from your wife and little ones? Ow would you

Fetch a policeman, Peter, ses Ginger agin. Dye hear?

Dont do that, guvnor, ses the lodger. You got your money back. Wots the good o putting me away?

Got our wot back? ses Ginger, shaking im agin. Dont you try and be funny with me, else Ill tear you into little pieces.

But he took it back, ses the man, trying to sit up and pointing at Sam. He follered me downstairs and took it all away from me. Your ticker as well.

Wot? ses Ginger and Peter both together.

Strue as Im ere, ses the lodger. You turn is pockets out and see. Look out! Hes going off!

Ginger turned his ead just in time to see old Sam nipping round the corner. He pulled the lodger up like a flash, and, telling Peter to take hold of the other side of him, they set off arter Sam.

Little-joke-o mine-Ginger, ses Sam, when they caught im. I was going to tell you about it to-night. It aint often I get the chance of a joke agin you Ginger; youre too sharp for a old man like me.

Ginger Dick didnt say anything. He kept old o Sams arm with one hand and the lodgers neck with the other, and marched em off to his lodgings.

He shut the door when e got in, and arter Peter ad lit the candle they took hold o Sam and went through im, and arter trying to find pockets where he adnt got any, they took off is belt and found Gingers watch, seventeen pounds five shillings, and a few coppers.

We ad over nine quid each, me and Peter, ses Ginger. Wheres the rest?

Its all Ive got left, ses Sam; every hapenny.

He ad to undress and even take is boots off afore theyd believe im, and then Ginger took is watch and he ses to Peter, Lemme see; arf of seventeen pounds is eight pounds ten; arf of five shillings is arf-a-crown; and arf of fourpence is twopence.

What about me Ginger old pal? ses Sam, in a kind voice. We must divide it into threes.

Threes? ses Ginger, staring atim. Whaffor?

Cos part of its mine, ses Sam, struggling ard to be perlite. Ive paid for everything for the last ten days, aint I?

Yes, ses Ginger. You ave, and I thank you for it.

So do I, ses Peter Russet. Hearty I do.

It was your kind-artedness, ses Ginger, grinning like mad. You gave it to us, and we wouldnt dream of giving it to you back.

Nothin o the kind, ses Sam, choking.

Oh, yes you did, ses Ginger, and you didnt forget to tell people neither. You told everybody. Now its our turn.

He opened the door and kicked the lodger out. Leastways, he would ave kicked im, but the chap was too quick for im. And then e came back, and, putting his arm round Peters waist, danced a waltz round the room with im, while pore old Sam got on to his bed to be out of the way. They danced for nearly arf-an-hour, and then they undressed and sat on Peters bed and talked. They talked in whispers at fust, but at last Sam eard Peter say:  

Threepence for is brekfuss; sevenpence for is dinner; threepence for is tea; penny for beer and a penny for bacca. Ow much is that, Ginger?

One bob, ses Ginger.

Peter counted up to imself. I make it more than that, old pal, he ses, when he ad finished.

Do you? ses Ginger, getting up. Well, he wont; not if he counts it twenty times over he wont. Good-night, Peter. Appy dreams.


DUAL CONTROL

Never say die, Bert, said Mr. Culpepper, kindly; I like you, and so do most other people who know whats good for em; and if Florrie dont like you she can keep single till she does.

Mr. Albert Sharp thanked him.

Come in more oftener, said Mr. Culpepper. If she dont know a steady young man when she sees him, its her mistake.

Nobody could be steadier than what I am, sighed Mr. Sharp.

Mr. Culpepper nodded. The worst of it is, girls dont like steady young men, he said, rumpling his thin grey hair; thats the silly part of it.

But you was always steady, and Mrs. Culpepper married you, said the young man.

Mr. Culpepper nodded again. She thought I was, and that came to the same thing, he said, composedly. And it aint for me to say, but she had an idea that I was very good-looking in them days. I had chestnutty hair. She burnt a piece of it only the other day shed kept for thirty years.

Burnt it? What for? inquired Mr. Sharp.

Words, said the other, lowering his voice. When I want one thing nowadays she generally wants another; and the things she wants aint the things I want.

Mr. Sharp shook his head and sighed again.

You aint talkative enough for Florrie, you know, said Mr. Culpepper, regarding him.

I can talk all right as a rule, retorted Mr. Sharp. You ought to hear me at the debating society; but you cant talk to a girl who doesnt talk back.

Youre far too humble, continued the other. You should cheek her a bit now and then. Let er see youve got some spirit. Chaff er.

Thats no good, said the young man, restlessly. Ive tried it. Only the other day I called her a saucy little kipper, and the way she went on, anybody would have thought Id insulted her. Cant see a joke, I spose. Where is she now?

Upstairs, was the reply.

Thats because Im here, said Mr. Sharp. If it had been Jack Butler shed have been down fast enough.

It couldnt be him, said Mr. Culpepper, because I wont have im in the house. Ive told him so; Ive told her so, and Ive told er aunt so. And if she marries without my leave afore shes thirty she loses the seven hundred pounds er father left her. Youve got plenty of time  ten years.

Mr. Sharp, sitting with his hands between his knees, gazed despondently at the floor. Theres a lot o girls would jump at me, he remarked. Ive only got to hold up my little finger and theyd jump.

Thats because theyve got sense, said Mr. Culpepper. Theyve got the sense to prefer steadiness and humdrumness to good looks and dash. A young fellow like you earning thirty-two-and-six a week can do without good looks, and if Ive told Florrie so once I have told her fifty times.

Looks are a matter of taste, said Mr. Sharp, morosely. Some of them girls I was speaking about just now

Yes, yes, said Mr. Culpepper, hastily. Now, look here; you go on a different tack. Take a glass of ale like a man or a couple o glasses; smoke a cigarette or a pipe. Be like other young men. Cut a dash, and dont be a namby-pamby. After youre married you can be as miserable as you like.

Mr. Sharp, after a somewhat lengthy interval, thanked him.

Its my birthday next Wednesday, continued Mr. Culpepper, regarding him benevolently; come round about seven, and Ill ask you to stay to supper. Thatll give you a chance. Anybodys allowed to step a bit over the mark on birthdays, and you might take a glass or two and make a speech, and be so happy and bright that theyd ardly know you. If you want an excuse for calling, you could bring me a box of cigars for my birthday.

Or come in to wish you Many Happy Returns of the Day, said the thrifty Mr. Sharp.

And dont forget to get above yourself, said Mr. Culpepper, regarding him sternly; in a gentlemanly way, of course. Have as many glasses as you like  theres no stint about me.

If it ever comes off, said Mr. Sharp, rising if I get her through you, you shant have reason to repent it. Ill look after that.

Mr. Culpepper, whose feelings were a trifle ruffled, said that he would look after it too. He had a faint idea that, even from his own point of view, he might have made a better selection for his nieces hand.

Mr. Sharp smoked his first cigarette the following morning, and, encouraged by the entire absence of any after-effects, purchased a pipe, which was taken up by a policeman the same evening for obstructing the public footpath in company with a metal tobacco-box three parts full.

In the matter of ale he found less difficulty. Certainly the taste was unpleasant, but, treated as medicine and gulped down quickly, it was endurable. After a day or two he even began to be critical, and on Monday evening went so far as to complain of its flatness to the wide-eyed landlord of the Royal George.

Too much cellar-work, he said, as he finished his glass and made for the door.

Too much! Ere, come ere, said the landlord, thickly. I want to speak to you.

The expert shook his head, and, passing out into, the street, changed colour as he saw Miss Garland approaching. In a blundering fashion he clutched at his hat and stammered out a Good evening.

Miss Garland returned the greeting and, instead of passing on, stopped and, with a friendly smile, held out her hand. Mr. Sharp shook it convulsively.

You are just the man I want to see, she exclaimed. Aunt and I have been talking about you all the afternoon.

Mr. Sharp said Really!

But I dont want uncle to see us, pursued Miss Garland, in the low tones of confidence. Which way shall we go?

Mr. Sharps brain reeled. All ways were alike to him in such company. He walked beside her like a man in a dream.

We want to give him a lesson, said the girl, presently. A lesson that he will remember.

Him? said the young man.

Uncle, explained the girl. Its a shocking thing, a wicked thing, to try and upset a steady young man like you. Aunt is quite put out about it, and I feel the same as she does.

But, gasped the astonished Mr. Sharp, how did you?

Aunt heard him, said Miss Garland. She was just going into the room when she caught a word or two, and she stayed outside and listened. You dont know what a lot she thinks of you.

Mr. Sharps eyes opened wider than ever. I thought she didnt like me, he said, slowly.

Good gracious! said Miss Garland. Whatever could have put such an idea as that into your head? Of course, aunt isnt always going to let uncle see that she agrees with him. Still, as if anybody could help she murmured to herself.

Eh? said the young man, in a trembling voice.

Nothing.

Miss Garland walked along with averted face; Mr. Sharp, his pulses bounding, trod on air beside her.

I thought, he said, at last I thought that Jack Butler was a favourite of hers?

Jack Butler! said the girl, in tones of scornful surprise. The idea! How blind men are; youre all alike, I think. You cant see two inches in front of you. Shes as pleased as possible that you are coming on Wednesday; and so am

Mr. Sharp caught his breath. Yes? he murmured.

Lets go down here, said Miss Garland quickly; down by the river. And Ill tell you what we want you to do.

She placed her hand lightly on his arm, and Mr. Sharp, with a tremulous smile, obeyed. The smile faded gradually as he listened, and an expression of anxious astonishment took its place. He shook his head as she proceeded, and twice ventured a faint suggestion that she was only speaking in jest. Convinced at last, against his will, he walked on in silent consternation.

But, he said at last, as Miss Garland paused for breath, your uncle would never forgive me. Hed never let me come near the house again.

Aunt will see to that, said the girl, confidently. But, of course, if you dont wish to please me

She turned away, and Mr. Sharp, plucking up spirit, ventured to take her hand and squeeze it. A faint, a very faint, squeeze in return decided him.
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It will come all right afterwards, said Miss Garland, especially with the hold it will give aunt over him.

I hope so, said the young man. If not, I shall be far  farther off than ever.

Miss Garland blushed and, turning her head, gazed steadily at the river.

Trust me, she said at last. Me and auntie.

Mr. Sharp said that so long as he pleased her nothing else mattered, and, in the seventh heaven of delight, paced slowly along the towpath by her side.

And you mustnt mind what auntie and I say to you, said the girl, continuing her instructions. We must keep up appearances, you know; and if we seem to be angry, you must remember we are only pretending.

Mr. Sharp, with a tender smile, said that he understood perfectly.

And now I had better go, said Florrie, returning the smile. Uncle might see us together, or somebody else might see us and tell him. Good-bye.

She shook hands and went off, stopping three times to turn and wave her hand. In a state of bewildered delight Mr. Sharp continued his stroll, rehearsing, as he went, the somewhat complicated and voluminous instructions she had given him.

By Wednesday evening he was part-perfect, and, in a state of mind divided between nervousness and exaltation, set out for Mr. Culpeppers. He found that gentleman, dressed in his best, sitting in an easy-chair with his hands folded over a fancy waistcoat of startling design, and, placing a small box of small cigars on his knees, wished him the usual Happy Returns. The entrance of the ladies, who seemed as though they had just come off the ice, interrupted Mr. Culpeppers thanks.

Getting spoiled, thats what I am, he remarked, playfully. See this waistcoat? My old Aunt Elizabeth sent it this morning.

He leaned back in his chair and glanced down in warm approval. The missis gave me a pipe, and Florrie gave me half a pound of tobacco. And I bought a bottle of port wine myself, for all of us.

He pointed to a bottle that stood on the supper-table, and, the ladies retiring to the kitchen to bring in the supper, rose and placed chairs. A piece of roast beef was placed before him, and, motioning Mr. Sharp to a seat opposite Florrie, he began to carve.

Just a nice comfortable party, he said, genially, as he finished. Help yourself to the ale, Bert.

Mr. Sharp, ignoring the surprise on the faces of the ladies, complied, and passed the bottle to Mr. Culpepper. They drank to each other, and again a flicker of surprise appeared on the faces of Mrs. Culpepper and her niece. Mr. Culpepper, noticing it, shook his head waggishly at Mr. Sharp.

He drinks it as if he likes it, he remarked.

I do, asserted Mr. Sharp, and, raising his glass, emptied it, and resumed the attack on his plate. Mr. Culpepper unscrewed the top of another bottle, and the reckless Mr. Sharp, after helping himself, made a short and feeling speech, in which he wished Mr. Culpepper long life and happiness. If you aint happy with Mrs. Culpepper, he concluded, gallantly, you ought to be.

Mr. Culpepper nodded and went on eating in silence until, the keen edge of his appetite having been taken off, he put down his knife and fork and waxed sentimental.

Been married over thirty years, he said, slowly, with a glance at his wife, and never regretted it.

Who hasnt? inquired Mr. Sharp.

Why, me, returned the surprised Mr. Culpepper.

Mr. Sharp, who had just raised his glass, put it down again and smiled. It was a faint smile, but it seemed to affect his host unfavourably.

What are you smiling at? he demanded.

Thoughts, said Mr. Sharp, exchanging a covert glance with Florrie. Something you told me the other day.

Mr. Culpepper looked bewildered. Ill give you a penny for them thoughts, he said, with an air of jocosity.

Mr. Sharp shook his head. Money couldnt buy em, he said, with owlish solemnity, espec  especially after the good supper youre giving me.

Bert, said Mr. Culpepper, uneasily, as his wife sat somewhat erect Bert, its my birthday, and I dont grudge nothing to nobody; but go easy with the beer. You aint used to it, you know.

Whats the matter with the beer? inquired Mr. Sharp. It tastes all right  what there is of it.

It aint the beer; its you, explained Mr. Culpepper.

Mr. Sharp stared at him. Have I said anything I oughtnt to? he inquired.

Mr. Culpepper shook his head, and, taking up a fork and spoon, began to serve a plum-pudding that Miss Garland had just placed on the table.

What was it you said I was to be sure and not tell Mrs. Culpepper? inquired Mr. Sharp, dreamily. I havent said that, have I?

No! snapped the harassed Mr. Culpepper, laying down the fork and spoon and regarding him ferociously. I mean, there wasnt anything. I mean, I didnt say so. Youre raving.

If I did say it, Im sorry, persisted Mr. Sharp. I cant say fairer than that, can I?

Youre all right, said Mr. Culpepper, trying, but in vain, to exchange a waggish glance with his wife.

I didnt say it? inquired Mr. Sharp.

No, said Mr. Culpepper, still smiling in a wooden fashion.

I mean the other thing? said Mr. Sharp, in a thrilling whisper.

Look here, exclaimed the overwrought Mr. Culpepper; why not eat your pudding, and leave off talking nonsense? Nobodys listening to you.

Speak for yourself, said his wife, tartly. I like to hear Mr. Sharp talk. What was it he told you not to tell me?

Mr. Sharp eyed her mistily. I  I cant tell you, he said, slowly.

Why not? asked Mrs. Culpepper, coaxingly.

Because it  it would make your hair stand on end, said the industrious Mr. Sharp.

Nonsense, said Mrs. Culpepper, sharply.

He said it would, said Mr. Sharp, indicating his host with his spoon, and he ought  to know  Whos that kicking me under the table?

Mr. Culpepper, shivering with wrath and dread, struggled for speech. Youd better get home, Bert, he said at last. Youre not yourself. Theres nobody kicking you under the table. You dont know what you are saying. Youve been dreaming things. I never said anything of the kind.

Memorys gone, said Mr. Sharp, shaking his head at him. Clean gone. Dont you remember

NO! roared Mr. Culpepper.

Mr. Sharp sat blinking at him, but his misgivings vanished before the glances of admiring devotion which Miss Garland was sending in his direction. He construed them rightly not only as a reward, but as an incentive to further efforts. In the midst of an impressive silence Mrs. Culpepper collected the plates and, producing a dish of fruit from the sideboard, placed it upon the table.

Help yourself, Mr. Sharp, she said, pushing the bottle of port towards him.

Mr. Sharp complied, having first, after several refusals, put a little into the ladies glasses, and a lot on the tablecloth near Mr. Culpepper. Then, after a satisfying sip or two, he rose with a bland smile and announced his intention of making a speech.

But youve made one, said his host, in tones of fierce expostulation.

That  that was las night, said Mr. Sharp. This is to-night  your birthday.

Well, we dont want any more, said Mr. Culpepper.

Mr. Sharp hesitated. Its only his fun, he said, looking round and raising his glass. Hes afraid Im going to praise him up  praise him up. Heres to my old friend, Mr. Culpepper: one of the best. We all have our  faults, and he has his  has his. Where was I?

Sit down, growled Mr. Culpepper.

Talking about my husbands faults, said his wife.

So I was, said Mr. Sharp, putting his hand to his brow. Dont be alarm, he continued, turning to his host; nothing to be alarm about. Im not going to talk about em. Not so silly as that, I hope. I dont want spoil your life.

Sit down, repeated Mr. Culpepper.

Youre very anxious he should sit down, said his wife, sharply.

No, Im not, said Mr. Culpepper; only hes talking nonsense.

Mr. Sharp, still on his legs, took another sip of port and, avoiding the eye of Mr. Culpepper, which was showing signs of incipient inflammation, looked for encouragement to Miss Garland.

Hes a man we all look up to and respect, he continued. If he does go off to London every now and then on business, thats his lookout. My idea is he always ought to take Mrs. Culpepper with him.

Hed have pleasure of her company and, same time, hed be money in pocket by it. And why shouldnt she go to music-halls sometimes? Why shouldnt she

You get off home, said the purple Mr. Culpepper, rising and hammering the table with his fist. Get off home; and if you so much as show your face inside this ouse again therell be trouble. Go on. Out you go!

Home? repeated Mr. Sharp, sitting down suddenly. Wont go home till morning.

Oh, well soon see about that, said Mr. Culpepper, taking him by the shoulders. Come on, now.

Mr. Sharp subsided lumpishly into his chair, and Mr. Culpepper, despite his utmost efforts, failed to move him. The two ladies exchanged a glance, and then, with their heads in the air, sailed out of the room, the younger pausing at the door to bestow a mirthful glance upon Mr. Sharp ere she disappeared.

Come  out, said Mr. Culpepper, panting.

You trying to tickle me? inquired Mr. Sharp.

You get off home, said the other. Youve been doing nothing but make mischief ever since you came in. What put such things into your silly head I dont know. I shall never hear the end of em as long as I live.

Silly head? repeated Mr. Sharp, with an alarming change of manner. Say it again.

Mr. Culpepper repeated it with gusto.

Very good, said Mr. Sharp. He seized him suddenly and, pushing him backwards into his easychair, stood over him with such hideous contortions of visage that Mr. Culpepper was horrified. Now you sit there and keep quite still, he said, with smouldering ferocity. Where did you put carving-knife? Eh? Wheres carving-knife?

No, no, Bert, said Mr. Culpepper, clutching at his sleeve. I  I was only joking. You  you aint quite yourself, Bert.

What? demanded the other, rolling his eyes, and clenching his fists.

I  I mean youve improved, said Mr. Culpepper, hurriedly. Wonderful, you have.

Mr. Sharps countenance cleared a little. Lets make a night of it, he said. Dont move, whatever you do.

He closed the door and, putting the wine and a couple of glasses on the mantelpiece, took a chair by Mr. Culpepper and prepared to spend the evening. His instructions were too specific to be disregarded, and three times he placed his arm about the waist of the frenzied Mr. Culpepper and took him for a lumbering dance up and down the room. In the intervals between dances he regaled him with interminable extracts from speeches made at the debating society and recitations learned at school. Suggestions relating to bed, thrown out by Mr. Culpepper from time to time, were repelled with scorn. And twice, in deference to Mr. Sharps desires, he had to join in the chorus of a song.

Ten oclock passed, and the hands of the clock crawled round to eleven. The hour struck, and, as though in answer, the door opened and the agreeable face of Florrie Garland appeared. Behind her, to the intense surprise of both gentlemen, loomed the stalwart figure of Mr. Jack Butler.

I thought he might be useful, uncle, said Miss Garland, coming into the room. Auntie wouldnt let me come down before.

Mr. Sharp rose in a dazed fashion and saw Mr. Culpepper grasp Mr. Butler by the hand. More dazed still, he felt the large and clumsy hand of Mr. Butler take him by the collar and propel him with some violence along the small passage, while another hand, which he dimly recognized as belonging to Mr. Culpepper, was inserted in the small of his back. Then the front door opened and he was thrust out into the night. The door closed, and a low feminine laugh sounded from a window above.
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SKILLED ASSISTANCE

The night-watchman, who had left his seat on the jetty to answer the gate-bell, came back with disgust written on a countenance only too well designed to express it.

If shes been up ere once in the last week to, know whether the Silvia is up shes been four or five times, he growled. Hes forty-seven if hes a day; is left leg is shorter than is right, and he talks with a stutter. When shes with im youd think as butter wouldnt melt in er mouth; but the way she talked to me just now youd think I was paid a-purpose to wait on her. I asked er at last wot she thought I was here for, and she said she didnt know, and nobody else neither. And afore she went off she told the potman from the Albion, wot was listening, that I was known all over Wapping as the Sleeping Beauty.

She aint the fust Ive ad words with, not by a lot. Theyre all the same; they all start in a nice, kind, soapy sort o way, and, as soon as they dont get wot they want, fly into a temper and ask me who, I think I am. I told one woman once not to be silly, and I shall never forget it as long as I live-never. For all I know, shes wearing a bit o my air in a locket to this day, and very likely boasting that I gave it to her.

Talking of her reminds me of another woman. There was a Capn Pinner, used to trade between ere and Hull on a schooner named the Snipe. Nice little craft she was, and e was a very nice feller. Many and manys the pint weve ad together, turn and turn-about, and the ony time we ever ad a cross word was when somebody hid his clay pipe in my beer and e was foolish enough to think Id done it.

He ad a nice little cottage, e told me about, near Hull, and is wifes father, a man of pretty near seventy, lived with em. Well-off the old man was, and, as she was his only daughter, they looked to ave all his money when hed gorn. Their only fear was that e might marry agin, and, judging from wot e used to tell me about the old man, I thought it more than likely.

If it wasnt for my missis hed ha been married over and over agin, he ses one day. Hes like a child playing with gunpowder.

Ow would it be to let im burn hisself a bit? I ses.

If you was to see some o the gunpowder he wants to play with, you wouldnt talk like that, ses the capn. Youd know better. The ony thing is to keep em apart, and my pore missis is wore to a shadder a-doing of it.

It was just about a month arter that that he brought the old man up to London with im. They ad some stuff to put out at Smiths Wharf, tother side of the river, afore they came to us, and though they was ony there four or five days, it was long enough for that old man to get into trouble.

The skipper told me about it ten minutes arter they was made snug in the inner berth ere. He walked up and down like a man with a raging toothache, and arter follering im up and down the wharf till I was tired out, I discovered that is father-in-law ad got imself mixed up with a widder-woman ninety years old and weighing twenty stun. Arter he ad cooled down a bit, and I ad given im a few little pats on the shoulder, e made it forty-eight years old and fourteen stun.

Hes getting ready to go and meet her now, he ses, and wot my missisll say to me, I dont know.

His father-in-law came up on deck as e spoke, and began to brush imself all over with a clothesbrush. Nice-looking little man e was, with blue eyes, and a little white beard, cut to a point, and dressed up in a serge suit with brass buttons, and a white yachting cap. His real name was Mr. Finch, but the skipper called im Uncle Dick, and he took such a fancy to me that in five minutes I was calling im Uncle Dick too.

Time I was moving, he ses, by and by. Ive got an appintment.

Oh! who with? ses the skipper, pretending not to know.

Friend o mine, in the army, ses the old man, with a wink at me. So long.

He went off as spry as a boy, and as soon as hed gorn the skipper started walking backards and forards agin, and raving.

Lets ope as hes ony amusing imself, I ses.

Wait till you see er, ses the skipper; then you wont talk foolishness.

As it appened she came back with Uncle Dick that evening, to see im safe, and I see at once wot sort of a woman it was. She adnt been on the wharf five minutes afore youd ha thought it belonged to er, and when she went and sat on the schooner it seemed to be about arf its size. She called the skipper Tom, and sat there as cool as you please holding Uncle Dicks and, and patting it.

I took the skipper round to the Bulls Head arter she ad gorn, and I wouldnt let im say a word until he had ad two pints. He felt better then, and some o the words e used surprised me.

Wots to be done? he ses at last. You see ow it is, Bill.

Cant you get im away? I ses. Who is she, and wots er name?

Her name, ses the skipper, her name is Jane Maria Elizabeth Muffit, and she lives over at Rotherhithe.

Shes very likely married already, I ses.

Her usband died ten years ago, ses the skipper; passed away in is sleep. Overlaid, I should say.

He sat there smoking, and I sat there thinking. Twice e spoke to me, and I held my and up and said Hsh. Then I turned to im all of a sudden and pinched his arm so hard he nearly dropped is beer.

Is Uncle Dick a nervous man? I ses.

Nervous is no name for it, he ses, staring.

Very good, then, I ses. Ill send er husband to frighten im.

The skipper looked at me very strange. Yes, he ses. Yes. Yes.

Frighten im out of is boots, and make him give er up, I ses. Or better still, get im to run away and go into hiding for a time. That ud be best, in case e found out.

Found out wot? ses the skipper.

Found out it wasnt er husband, I ses.

Bill, ses the skipper, very earnest, this is the fust beer Ive ad to-day, and I wish I could say the same for you.

I didnt take im at fast, but when I did I gave a laugh that brought in two more customers to see wot was the matter. Then I took im by the arm  arter a little trouble  and, taking im back to the wharf, explained my meaning to im.

I know the very man, I ses. He comes into a public-ouse down my way sometimes. Artful Arry, hes called, and, for arf-a-quid, say, hed frighten Uncle Dick arf to death. Hes big and ugly, and picks up a living by selling meerschaum pipes hes found to small men wot dont want em. Wonderful gift o the gab hes got.

We went acrost to the Albion to talk it over. Theres several bars there, and the landlady always keeps cotton-wool in er ears, not aving been brought up to the public line. The skipper told me all e knew about Mrs. Muffit, and we arranged that Artful Arry should come down at seven oclock next night, if so be as I could find im in time.

I got up early the next arternoon, and as it appened, he came into the Duke of Edinburgh five minutes arter I got there. Nasty temper e was in, too. Hed just found a meerschaum pipe, as usual, and the very fust man e tried to sell it to said that it was the one e lost last Christmas, and gave im a punch in the jaw for it.

Hes a thief, thats wot he is, ses Arry; and I ate thiefs. Ows a honest tradesman to make a living when theres people like that about?

I stood im arf a pint, and though it hurt im awful to drink it, he said ed ave another just to see if he could bear the pain. Arter he had ad three e began for to take a more cheerful view o life, and told me about a chap that spent three weeks in the London Orsepittle for calling im a liar.

Treat me fair, he ses, and Ill treat other people fair. I never broke my word without a good reason for it, and thats more than everybody can say. If I told you the praise Ive ad from some people you wouldnt believe it.

I let im go on till he ad talked imself into a good temper, and then I told im of the little job I ad got for im. He listened quiet till I ad finished, and then he shook is ead.

It aint in my line, he ses.

Theres arf a quid anging to it, I ses.

Arry shook his ead agin. Taint enough, mate, he ses. If you was to make it a quid I wont say as I mightnt think of it.

I ad told the skipper that it might cost im a quid, so I knew ow far I could go; and at last, arter Arry ad got as far as the door three times, I gave way.

And Ill ave it now, he ses, to prevent mistakes.

No, Arry, I ses, very firm. Besides, it aint my money, you see.

You mean to say you dont trust me, e ses, firing up.

Id trust you with untold gold, I ses, but not with a real quid; youre too fond of a joke, Arry.

We ad another long argyment about it, and I had to tell im plain at last that when I wanted to smell is fist, Id say so.

You turn up at the wharf at five minutes to seven, I ses, and Ill give you ten bob of it; arter youve done your business Ill give you the other. Come along quiet, and youll see me waiting at the gate for you.

He gave way arter a time, and, fust going ome for a cup o tea, I went on to the wharf to tell the skipper ow things stood.

It couldnt ave appened better, he ses. Uncle Dick is sure to be aboard at that time, cos es going acrost the water at eight oclock to pay er a visit. And all the handsll be away. Ive made sure of that.

He gave me the money for Artful Arry in two arf-suverins, and then we went over to the Albion for a quiet glass and a pipe, and to wait for seven oclock.

I left im there at ten minutes to, and at five minutes to, punctual to the minute, I see Arry coming along swinging a thick stick with a knob on the end of it.

Wheres the arf thick-un? he ses, looking round to see that the coast was clear.

I gave it to im, and arter biting it in three places and saying it was a bit short in weight he dropped it in is weskit-pocket and said e was ready.

I left im there for a minute while I went and ad a look round. The deck of the Snipe was empty, but I could ear Uncle Dick down in the cabin singing; and, arter listening for a few seconds to make sure that it was singing, I went back and beckoned to Arry.

Hes down in the cabin, I ses, pointing. Dont overdo it, Arry, and at the same time dont underdo it, as you might say.

I know just wot you want, ses Arry, and if youd got the art of a man in you, youd make it two quids.

He climbed on board and stood listening for a moment at the companion, and then e went down, while I went off outside the gate, so as to be out of earshot in case Uncle Dick called for me. I knew that I should ear all about wot went on arterwards  and I did.

Artful Arry went down the companion-ladder very quiet, and then stood at the foot of it looking at Uncle Dick. He looked im up and down and all over, and then e gave a fierce, loud cough.

Good-evening, he ses.

Good-evening, ses Uncle Dick, staring at im. Did you want to see anybody?

I did, ses Arry. I do. And when I see im Im going to put my arms round im and twist is neck; then Im going to break every bone in is body, and arter that Im going to shy im overboard to pison the fishes with.

Dear me! ses Uncle Dick, shifting away as far as e could.

I aint ad a wink o sleep for two nights, ses Arry not ever since I eard of it. When I think of all Ive done for that woman-working for er, and such-like-my blood boils. When I think of her passing erself off as a widder  my widder  and going out with another man, I dont know wot to do with myself.

Uncle Dick started and turned pale. Fust e seemed as if e was going to speak, and then e thought better of it. He sat staring at Arry as if e couldnt believe his eyes.

Wot would you do with a man like that? ses Arry. I ask you, as man to man, wot would you do to im?

Praps-praps e didnt know, ses Uncle Dick, stammering.

Didnt know! ses Arry. Dont care, you mean. Weve got a nice little ome, and, just because Ive ad to leave it and lay low for a bit for knifing a man, she takes advantage of it. And it aint the fust time, neither. Wots the matter?

Touch-touch of ague; I get it sometimes, ses Uncle Dick.

I want to see this man Finch, ses Arry, shaking is knobby stick. Muffit, my name is, and I want to tell im so.

Uncle Dick nearly shook imself on to the floor.

I  Ill go and see if es in the focsle, he ses at last.

He aint there, cos Ive looked, ses Arry, arf shutting is eyes and looking at im hard. Wot might your name be?

My names Finch, ses Uncle Dick, putting out his ands to keep him off; but I thought she was a widder. She told me her usband died ten years ago; shes deceived me as well as you. I wouldnt ha dreamt of taking any notice of er if Id known. Truth, I wouldnt. I shouldnt ha dreamt of such a thing.

Artful Arry played with is stick a little, and stood looking at im with a horrible look on is face.

Ow am I to know youre speaking the truth? he ses, very slow. Eh? Ow can you prove it?

If it was the last word I was to speak Id say the same, ses Uncle Dick. I tell you, I am as innercent as a new-born babe.
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If thats true, ses Arry, shes deceived both of us. Now, if I let you go will you go straight off and bring her ere to me?

I will, ses Uncle Dick, jumping up.

Arf a mo, ses Arry, holding up is stick very quick. One thing is, if you dont come back, Ill ave you another day. I cant make up my mind wot to do. I cant think  I aint tasted food for two days. If I ad any money in my pocket Id ave a bite while youre gone.

Why not get something? ses Uncle Dick, putting his and in his pocket, in a great urry to please him, and pulling out some silver.

Arry said e would, and then he stood on one side to let im pass, and even put the knobby stick under im to help im up the companion-ladder.

Uncle Dick passed me two minutes arterwards without a word, and set off down the road as fast as is little legs ud carry im. I watched im out o sight, and then I went on board the schooner to see how Arry ad got on.

Arry, I ses, when he ad finished, youre a masterpiece!

I know I am, he ses. Wot about that other arf-quid?

Here it is, I ses, giving it to im. Fair masterpiece, thats wot you are. They may well call you Artful. Shake ands.

I patted im on the shoulder arter we ad shook ands, and we stood there smiling at each other and paying each other compliments.

Fancy em sitting ere and waiting for you to come back from that bite, I ses.

I ought to ave ad more off of him, ses Arry. Owever, it cant be helped. I think Ill ave a lay down for a bit; Im tired.

Better be off, I ses, shaking my ead. Time passes, and they might come back afore you think.

Well, wot of it? ses Arry.

Wot of it? I ses. Why, itud spoil everything. It ud be blue ruin.

Are you sure? ses Arry.

Sartin, I ses.

Well, make it five quid, and Ill go, then, he ses, sitting down agin.

I couldnt believe my ears at fust, but when I could I drew myself up and told im wot I thought of im; and he sat there and laughed at me.

Why, you called me a masterpiece just now, he ses. I shouldnt be much of a masterpiece if I let a chance like this slip. Why, I shouldnt be able to look myself in the face. Wheres the skipper?

Sitting in the Albion, I ses, arf choking.

Go and tell im its five quid, ses Arry. I dont mean five more, ony four. Some people would ha made it five, but I like to deal square and honest.

I run over for the skipper in a state of mind that dont bear thinking of, and he came back with me, arf crazy. When we got to the cabin we found the door was locked, and, arter the skipper ad told Artful wot hed do to im if he didnt open it, he ad to go on deck and talk to im through the skylight.

If you aint off of my ship in two twos, he ses, Ill fetch a policeman.

You go and fetch four pounds, ses Arry; thats wot Im waiting for, not a policeman. Didnt the watchman tell you?

The bargain was for one pound, ses the skipper, ardly able to speak.

Well, you tell that to the policeman, ses Artful Arry.

It was no use, hed got us every way; and at last the skipper turns out is pockets, and he ses, Look ere, he ses, Ive got seventeen and tenpence ha penny. Will you go if I give you that?

Ow much has the watchman got? ses Arry. His lodger lost is purse the other day.

Id got two and ninepence, as it appened, and then there was more trouble because the skipper wouldnt give im the money till he ad gone, and e wouldnt go till he ad got it. The skipper gave way at last, and as soon as he ad got it Arry ses, Now op off and borrer the rest, and look slippy about it.

I put one hand over the skippers mouth fust, and then, finding that was no good, I put the other. It was no good wasting bad langwidge on Arry.

I pacified the skipper at last, and arter Arry ad swore true ed go when ed got the money, the skipper rushed round to try and raise it. Its a difficult job at the best o times, and I sat there on the skylight shivering and wondering whether the skipper or Mrs. Muffit would turn up fust.

Hours seemed to pass away, and then I see the wicket in the gate open, and the skipper come through. He jumped on deck without a word, and then, going over to the skylight, anded down the money to Arry.

Right-o, ses Arry. It ony shows you wot you can do by trying.

He unlocked the door and came up on deck, looking at us very careful, and playing with is stick.

Youve got your money, ses the skipper; now go as quick as you can.

Arry smiled and nodded at him. Then he stepped on to the wharf and was just moving to the gate, with us follering, when the wicket opened and in came Mrs. Muffit and Uncle Dick.

There he is, ses Uncle Dick. Thats the man!

Mrs. Muffit walked up to im, and my art amost stopped beating. Her face was the colour of beetroot with temper, and you could ave heard her breath fifty yards away.

Ho! she says, planting erself in front of Artful Arry, so youre the man that ses youre my usband, are you?

Thats all right, ses Arry, its all a mistake.

MISTAKE? ses Mrs. Muffit.

Mistake o Bills, ses Arry, pointing to me. I told im I thought e was wrong, but e would ave it. Ive got a bad memory, so I left it to im.

Ho! ses Mrs. Muffit, taking a deep breath. Ho! I thought as much. Wot ave you got to say for yourself  eh?

She turned on me like a wild cat, with her ands in front of her. Ive been scratched once in my life, and I wasnt going to be agin, so, fixing my eyes on er, I just stepped back a bit, ready for er. So long as I kept my eye fixed on ers she couldnt do anything. I knew that. Unfortunately I stepped back just a inch too far, and next moment I went over backards in twelve foot of water.
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Arter all, praps it was the best thing that could have appened to me; it stopped her talking. It aint the fust time Ive ad a wet jacket; but as for the skipper, and pore Uncle Dick  wot married her  theyve been in hot water ever since.


FOR BETTER OR WORSE

Mr. George Wotton, gently pushing the swing doors of the public bar of the Kings Head an inch apart, applied an eye to the aperture, in the hope of discovering a moneyed friend. His gaze fell on the only man in the bar a greybeard of sixty whose weather-beaten face and rough clothing spoke of the sea. With a faint sigh he widened the opening and passed through.

Mornin, Ben, he said, with an attempt at cheerfulness.

Have a drop with me, said the other, heartily. Got any money about you?

Mr. Wotton shook his head and his face fell, clearing somewhat as the other handed him his mug. Drink it all up, George, he said.

His friend complied. A more tactful man might have taken longer over the job, but Mr. Benjamin Davis, who appeared to be labouring under some strong excitement, took no notice.
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Ive had a shock, George, he said, regarding the other steadily. Ive heard news of my old woman.

Didnt know you ad one, said Mr. Wotton calmly. Wots she done?

She left me, said Mr. Davis, solemnly she left me thirty-five years ago. I went off to sea one fine morning, and that was the last I ever see of er.

Why, did she bolt? inquired Mr. Wotton, with mild interest.

No, said his friend, but I did. Wed been married three years  three long years  and I had ad enough of it. Awful temper she had. The last words I ever heard er say was: Take that!

Mr. Wotton took up the mug and, after satisfying himself as to the absence of contents, put it down again and yawned.

I shouldnt worry about it if I was you, he remarked. Shes hardly likely to find you now. And if she does she wont get much.

Mr. Davis gave vent to a contemptuous laugh. Get much! he repeated. Its her whats got it. I met a old shipmate of mine this morning what I adnt seen for ten years, and he told me he run acrost er only a month ago. After she left me

But you said you left her! exclaimed his listening friend.

Same thing, said Mr. Davis, impatiently. After she left me to work myself to death at sea, running here and there at the orders of a pack olazy scuts aft, she went into service and stayed in one place for fifteen years. Then er missis died and left her all er money. For twenty years, while Ive been working myself to skin and bone, shes been living in comfort and idleness.

Ard lines, said Mr. Wotton, shaking his head. It dont bear thinking of.

Why didnt she advertise for me? said Mr. Davis, raising his voice. Thats what I want to know. Advertisements is cheap enough; why didnt she advertise? I should ave come at once if shed said anything about money.

Mr. Wotton shook his head again. Praps she didnt want you, he said, slowly.

Whats that got to do with it? demanded the other. It was er dooty. Shed got money, and I ought to have ad my arf of it. Nothing can make up for that wasted twenty years  nothing.

Praps shell take you back, said Mr. Wotton.

Take me back? repeated Mr. Davis. O course shell take me back. Shell have to. Theres a law in the land, aint there? What Im thinking of is: Can I get back my share what I ought to have ad for the last twenty years?

Get er to take you back first, counselled his friend. Thirty-five years is along time, and praps she has lost er love for you. Was you good-looking in those days?

Yes, snapped Mr. Davis; I aint altered much  . Sides, what about her?

That aint the question, said the other. Shes got a home and money. It dont matter about looks; and, wots more, she aint bound to keep you. If you take my advice, you wont dream of letting her know you run away from her. Say you was cast away at sea, and when you came back years afterwards you couldnt find her.

Mr. Davis pondered for some time in sulky silence.

Praps it would be as well, he said at last; but I shant stand no nonsense, mind.

If you like Ill come with you, said Mr. Wotton. I aint got nothing to do. I could tell er I was cast away with you if you liked. Anything to help a pal.

Mr. Davis took two inches of soiled clay pipe from his pocket and puffed thoughtfully.

You can come, he said at last. If youd only got a copper or two we could ride; its down Clapham way.

Mr. Wotton smiled feebly, and after going carefully through his pockets shook his head and followed his friend outside.

I wonder whether shell be pleased? he remarked, as they walked slowly along. She might be  women are funny creatures  so faithful. I knew one whose husband used to knock er about dreadful, and after he died she was so true to his memory she wouldnt marry again.

Mr. Davis grunted, and, with a longing eye at the omnibuses passing over London Bridge, asked a policeman the distance to Clapham.

Never mind, said Mr. Wotton, as his friend uttered an exclamation. Youll have money in your pocket soon.

Mr. Daviss face brightened. And a watch and chain too, he said.

And smoke your cigar of a Sunday, said Mr. Wotton, and have a easy-chair and a glass for a friend.

Mr. Davis almost smiled, and then, suddenly remembering his wasted twenty years, shook his head grimly over the friendship that attached itself to easy-chairs and glasses of ale, and said that there was plenty of it about. More friendship than glasses of ale and easy-chairs, perhaps.

At Clapham, they inquired the way of a small boy, and, after following the road indicated, retraced their steps, cheered by a faint but bloodthirsty hope of meeting him again.

A friendly baker put them on the right track at last, both gentlemen eyeing the road with a mixture of concern and delight. It was a road of trim semi-detached villas, each with a well-kept front garden and neatly-curtained windows. At the gate of a house with the word Blairgowrie inscribed in huge gilt letters on the fanlight Mr. Davis paused for a moment uneasily, and then, walking up the path, followed by Mr. Wotton, knocked at the door.

He retired a step in disorder before the apparition of a maid in cap and apron. A sharp Not to-day! sounded in his ears and the door closed again. He faced his friend gasping.

I should give her the sack first thing, said Mr. Wotton.

Mr. Davis knocked again, and again. The maid reappeared, and after surveying them through the glass opened the door a little way and parleyed.

I want to see your missis, said Mr. Davis, fiercely.

What for? demanded the girl.

You tell er, said Mr. Davis, inserting his foot just in time, you tell er that theres two gentlemen here what have brought er news of her husband, and look sharp about it.
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They was cast away with im, said Mr. Wotton.

On a desert island, said Mr. Davis. He pushed his way in, followed by his friend, and a head that had been leaning over the banisters was suddenly withdrawn. For a moment he stood irresolute in the tiny passage, and then, with a husbands boldness, he entered the front room and threw himself into an easy-chair. Mr. Wotton, after a scared glance around the well-furnished room, seated himself on the extreme edge of the most uncomfortable chair he could find and coughed nervously.

Better not be too sudden with her, he whispered. You dont want her to faint, or anything of that sort. Dont let er know who you are at first; let her find it out for herself.

Mr. Davis, who was also suffering from the stiff grandeur of his surroundings, nodded.

Praps youd better start, in case she reckernizes my voice, he said, slowly. Pitch it in strong about me and ow I was always wondering what had appened to her.

Youre in luck, thats wot you are, said his friend, enviously. Ive only seen furniture like thiss in shop windows before. Hsh! Here she comes.

He started, and both men tried to look at their ease as a stiff rustling sounded from the stairs. Then the door opened and a tall, stoutly-built old lady with white hair swept into the room and stood regarding them.

Mr. Davis, unprepared for the changes wrought by thirty-five years, stared at her aghast. The black silk dress, the gold watch-chain, and huge cameo brooch did not help to reassure him.

Good-good afternoon, maam, said Mr. Wotton, in a thin voice.

The old lady returned the greeting, and, crossing to a chair and seating herself in a very upright fashion, regarded him calmly.

We  we called to see you about a dear old pal  friend, I mean, continued Mr. Wotton; one o the best. The best.

Yes? said the old lady.

Hes been missing, said Mr. Wotton, watching closely for any symptoms of fainting, for thir-ty-five years. Thir-ty-five years ago-very much against his wish-he left is young and handsome wife to go for a sea vyge, and was shipwrecked and cast away on a desert island.

Yes? said the old lady again.

I was cast away with im, said Mr. Wotton. Both of us was cast away with him.

He indicated Mr. Davis with his hand, and the old lady, after a glance at that gentleman, turned to Mr. Wotton again.

We was on that island for longer than I like to think of, continued Mr. Wotton, who had a wholesome dread of dates. But we was rescued at last, and ever since then he has been hunting high and low for his wife.

Its very interesting, murmured the old lady; but what has it got to do with me?

Mr. Wotton gasped, and cast a helpless glance at his friend.

You aint heard his name yet, he said, impressively. Wot would you say if I said it was  Ben Davis?

I should say it wasnt true, said the old lady, promptly.

Not  true? said Mr. Wotton, catching his breath painfully. Wish I may die  

About the desert island, continued the old lady, calmly. The story that I heard was that he went off like a cur and left his young wife to do the best she could for herself. I suppose hes heard since that she has come in for a bit of money.

Money! repeated Mr. Wotton, in a voice that he fondly hoped expressed artless surprise. Money!

Money, said the old lady; and I suppose he sent you two gentlemen round to see how the land lay.

She was looking full at Mr. Davis as she spoke, and both men began to take a somewhat sombre view of the situation.

You didnt know him, else you wouldnt talk like that, said Mr. Wotton. I dont suppose youd know im if you was to see him now.

I dont suppose I should, said the other.

Praps youd reckernize his voice? said Mr. Davis, breaking silence at last.

Mr. Wotton held his breath, but the old lady merely shook her head thoughtfully. It was a disagreeable voice when his wife used to hear it, she said at last. Always fault-finding, when it wasnt swearing.

Mr. Wotton glanced at his friend, and, raising his eyebrows slightly, gave up his task. Might ha been faults on both sides, said Mr. Davis, gruffly. You werent all that you should ha been, you know.

Me! said his hostess, raising her voice.

Yes, you, said Mr. Davis, rising. Dont you know me, Mary? Why, I knew you the moment you come into the room.
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He moved towards her awkwardly, but she rose in her turn and drew back.

If you touch me Ill scream, she said, firmly. How dare you. Why, Ive never seen you before in my life.

Its Ben Davis, maam; its im, right enough, said Mr. Wotton, meekly.

Hold your tongue, said the old lady.

Look at me! commanded Mr. Davis, sternly. Look at me straight in the eye.

Dont talk nonsense, said the other, sharply. Look you in the eye, indeed! I dont want to look in your eye. What would people think?

Let em think wot they like, said Mr. Davis, recklessly. This is a nice home-coming after being away thirty-five years.

Most of it on a desert island, put in Mr. Wotton, pathetically.

And now Ive come back, resumed Mr. Davis; come back to stop.

He hung his cap on a vase on the mantelpiece that reeled under the shock, and, dropping into his chair again, crossed his legs and eyed her sternly. Her gaze was riveted on his dilapidated boots. She looked up and spoke mildly.

Youre not my husband, she said. Youve made a mistake  I think you had better go.

Ho! said Mr. Davis, with a hard laugh. Indeed! And ow do you know Im not?

For the best of reasons, was the reply. Besides, how can you prove that you are? Thirty-five years is a long time.

Specially on a desert island, said Mr. Wotton, rapidly. Youd be surprised ow slow the time passes. I was there with im, and I can lay my hand on my art and assure you that that is your husband.

Nonsense! said the old lady, vigorously. Rubbish!

I can prove it, said Mr. Davis, fixing her with a glittering eye. Do you remember the serpent I ad tattooed on my leg for a garter?

If you dont go at once, said the old lady, hastily, Ill send for the police.

You used to admire it, said Mr. Davis, reproachfully. I remember once  

If you say another word, said the other, in a fierce voice, Ill send straight off for the police. You and your serpents! Ill tell my husband of you, thats what Ill do.

Your WHAT? roared Mr. Davis, springing to his feet.

My husband. He wont stand any of your nonsense, I can tell you. Youd better go before he comes in.

O-oh, said Mr. Davis, taking a long breath. Oh, so you been and got married again, ave you? Thats your love for your husband as was cast away while trying to earn a living for you. Thats why you dont want me, is it? Well see. Ill wait for him.

You dont know what youre talking about, said the other, with great dignity. Ive only been married once.

Mr. Davis passed the back of his hand across his eyes in a dazed fashion and stared at her.

Is  is somebody passing himself off as me? he demanded. Cos if he is Ill ave you both up for bigamy.

Certainly not.

But  but

Mr. Davis turned and looked blankly at his friend. Mr. Wotton met his gaze with dilated eyes.

You say you recognize me as your wife? said the old lady.

Certainly, said Mr. Davis, hotly.

Its very curious, said the other very. But are you sure? Look again.

Mr. Davis thrust his face close to hers and stared hard. She bore his scrutiny without flinching.

Im positive certain, said Mr. Davis, taking a breath.

Thats very curious, said the old lady; but, then, I suppose we are a bit alike. You see, Mrs. Davis being away, Im looking after her house for a bit. My name happens to be Smith.

Mr. Davis uttered a sharp exclamation, and, falling back a step, stared at her open-mouthed.

We all make mistakes, urged Mr. Wotton, after a long silence, and Bens sight aint wot it used to be. He strained it looking out for a sail when we was on that desert  

When  whenll she be back? inquired Mr. Davis, finding his voice at last.

The old lady affected to look puzzled. But I thought you were certain that I was your wife? she said, smoothly.

My mistake, said Mr. Davis, ruefully. Thirty-five years is a long time and people change a bit; I have myself. For one thing, I must say I didnt expect to find er so stout.

Stout! repeated the other, quickly.

Not that I mean youre too stout, said Mr. Davis, hurriedly for people that like stoutness, that is. My wife used to ave a very good figger.

Mr. Wotton nodded. He used to rave about it on that des  

When will she be back? inquired Mr. Davis, interrupting him.

Mrs. Smith shook her head. I cant say, she replied, moving towards the door. When shes off holidaying, I never know when shell return. Shall I tell her you called?

Tell her I  certainly, said Mr. Davis, with great vehemence. Ill come in a weeks time and see if shes back.

She might be away for months, said the old lady, moving slowly to the passage and opening the street door. Good-afternoon.

She closed the door behind them and stood watching them through the glass as they passed disconsolately into the street. Then she went back into the parlour, and standing before the mantelpiece, looked long and earnestly into the mirror.

Mr. Davis returned a week later  alone, and, pausing at the gate, glanced in dismay at a bill in the window announcing that the house was to be sold. He walked up the path still looking at it, and being admitted by the trim servant was shown into the parlour, and stood in a dispirited fashion before Mrs. Smith.

Not back yet? he inquired, gruffly.

The old lady shook her head.

What  what  is that bill for? demanded Mr. Davis, jerking his thumb towards it.

She is thinking of selling the house, said Mrs. Smith. I let her know you had been, and that is, the result. She wont comeback. You wont see her again.

Where is she? inquired Mr. Davis, frowning.

Mrs. Smith shook her head again. And it would be no use my telling you, she said. What she has got is her own, and the law wont let you touch a penny of it without her consent. You must have treated her badly; why did you leave her?

Why? repeated Mr. Davis. Why? Why, because she hit me over the ead with a broom-handle.

Mrs. Smith tossed her head.

Fancy you remembering that for thirty-five years! she said.

Fancy forgetting it! retorted Mr. Davis.

I suppose she had a hot temper, said the old lady.

Ot temper? said the other. Yes. He leaned forward, and holding his chilled hands over the fire stood for some time deep in thought.

I dont know what it is, he said at last, but theres a something about you that reminds me of her. It aint your voice, cos she had a very nice voice  when she wasnt in a temper  and it aint your face, because

Yes? said Mrs. Smith, sharply. Because it dont remind me of her.

And yet the other day you said you recognized me at once, said the old lady.

I thought I did, said Mr. Davis. One thing is, I was expecting to see her, I spose.

There was a long silence.

Well, I wont keep you, said Mrs. Smith at last, and its no good for you to keep coming here to see her. She will never come here again. I dont want to hurt your feelings, but you dont look over and above respectable. Your coat is torn, your trousers are patched in a dozen places, and your boots are half off your feet  I dont know what the servant must think.

I  I only came to look for my wife, said Mr. Davis, in a startled voice. I wont come again.

Thats right, said the old lady. Thatll please her, I know. And if she should happen to ask what sort of a living you are making, what shall I tell her?

Tell her what you said about my clothes, maam, said Mr. Davis, with his hand on the door-knob. Shell understand then. Shes known wot it is to be poor herself. Shed got a bad temper, but shed have cut her tongue out afore shed ave thrown a poor devils rags in his face. Good-afternoon.

Good-afternoon, Ben, said the old woman, in a changed voice.

Mr. Davis, half-way through the door, started as though he had been shot, and, facing about, stood eyeing her in dumb bewilderment.

If I take you back again, repeated his wife, are you going to behave yourself?
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It isnt the same voice and it isnt the same face, said the old woman; but if Id only got a broomhandle handy  

Mr. Davis made an odd noise in his throat.

If you hadnt been so down on your luck, said his wife, blinking her eyes rapidly, Id have let you go. If you hadnt looked so miserable I could have stood it. If I take you back, are you going to behave yourself?

Mr. Davis stood gaping at her.

If I take you back again, repeated his wife, speaking very slowly, are you going to behave yourself?

Yes, said Mr. Davis, finding his voice at last. Yes, if you are.


THE OLD MAN OF THE SEA
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What I want you to do, said Mr. George Wright, as he leaned towards the old sailor, is to be an uncle to me.

Aye, aye, said the mystified Mr. Kemp, pausing with a mug of beer midway to his lips.

A rich uncle, continued the young man, lowering his voice to prevent any keen ears in the next bar from acquiring useless knowledge. An uncle from New Zealand, who is going to leave me all is money.

Wheres it coming from? demanded Mr. Kemp, with a little excitement.

It aint coming, was the reply. Youve only got to say youve got it. Fact of the matter is, Ive got my eye on a young lady; theres another chap after er too, and if she thought Id got a rich uncle it might make all the difference. She knows I ad an uncle that went to New Zealand and was never heard of since. Thats what made me think of it.

Mr. Kemp drank his beer in thoughtful silence. How can I be a rich uncle without any brass? he inquired at length.

I should ave to lend you some  a little, said Mr. Wright.

The old man pondered. Ive had money lent me before, he said, candidly, but I cant call to mind ever paying it back. I always meant to, but thats as far as it got.

It dont matter, said the other. Itll only be for a little while, and then youll ave a letter calling you back to New Zealand. See? And youll go back, promising to come home in a years time, after youve wound up your business, and leave us all your money. See?

Mr. Kemp scratched the back of his neck. But shes sure to find it out in time, he objected.

Praps, said Mr. Wright. And praps not. Therell be plenty of time for me to get married before she does, and you could write back and say you had got married yourself, or given your money to a hospital.

He ordered some more beer for Mr. Kemp, and in a low voice gave him as much of the family history as he considered necessary.

Ive only known you for about ten days, he concluded, but Id sooner trust you than people Ive known for years.

I took a fancy to you the moment I set eyes on you, rejoined Mr. Kemp. Youre the living image of a young fellow that lent me five pounds once, and was drowned afore my eyes the week after. He ad a bit of a squint, and I spose thats how he came to fall overboard.

He emptied his mug, and then, accompanied by Mr. Wright, fetched his sea-chest from the boarding-house where he was staying, and took it to the young mans lodgings. Fortunately for the latters pocket the chest contained a good best suit and boots, and the only expenses incurred were for a large, soft felt hat and a gilded watch and chain. Dressed in his best, with a bulging pocket-book in his breast-pocket, he set out with Mr. Wright on the following evening to make his first call.

Mr. Wright, who was also in his best clothes, led the way to a small tobacconists in a side street off the Mile End Road, and, raising his hat with some ceremony, shook hands with a good-looking young woman who stood behind the counter: Mr. Kemp, adopting an air of scornful dignity intended to indicate the possession of great wealth, waited.

This is my uncle, said Mr. Wright, speaking rapidly, from New Zealand, the one I spoke to you about. He turned up last night, and you might have knocked me down with a feather. The last person in the world I expected to see.

Mr. Kemp, in a good rolling voice, said, Good evening, miss; I hope you are well, and, subsiding into a chair, asked for a cigar. His surprise when he found that the best cigar they stocked only cost sixpence almost assumed the dimensions of a grievance.

Itll do to go on with, he said, smelling it suspiciously. Have you got change for a fifty-pound note?
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Miss Bradshaw, concealing her surprise by an effort, said that she would see, and was scanning the contents of a drawer, when Mr. Kemp in some haste discovered a few odd sovereigns in his waistcoat-pocket. Five minutes later he was sitting in the little room behind the shop, holding forth to an admiring audience.

So far as I know, he said, in reply to a question of Mrs. Bradshaws, George is the only relation Ive got. Him and me are quite alone, and I can tell you I was glad to find him.

Mrs. Bradshaw sighed. Its a pity you are so far apart, she said.

Its not for long, said Mr. Kemp. Im just going back for about a year to wind up things out there, and then Im coming back to leave my old bones over here. George has very kindly offered to let me live with him.

He wont suffer for it, Ill be bound, said Mrs. Bradshaw, archly.

So far as money goes he wont, said the old man. Not that that would make any difference to George.

It would be the same to me if you hadnt got a farthing, said Mr. Wright, promptly.

Mr. Kemp, somewhat affected, shook hands with him, and leaning back in the most comfortable chair in the room, described his life and struggles in New Zealand. Hard work, teetotalism, and the simple life combined appeared to be responsible for a fortune which he affected to be too old to enjoy. Misunderstandings of a painful nature were avoided by a timely admission that under medical advice he was now taking a fair amount of stimulant.

Mind, he said, as he walked home with the elated George, its your game, not mine, and its sure to come a bit expensive. I cant be a rich uncle without spending a bit. Ow much did you say youd got in the bank?
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We must be as careful as we can, said Mr. Wright, hastily. One thing is they cant leave the shop to go out much. Its a very good little business, and it ought to be all right for me and Bella one of these days, eh?

Mr. Kemp, prompted by a nudge in the ribs, assented. Its wonderful how they took it all in about me, he said; but I feel certain in my own mind that I ought to chuck some money about.

Tell em of the money you have chucked about, said Mr. Wright. Itll do just as well, and come a good deal cheaper. And you had better go round alone to-morrow evening. Itll look better. Just go in for another one of their sixpenny cigars.

Mr. Kemp obeyed, and the following evening, after sitting a little while chatting in the shop, was invited into the parlour, where, mindful of Mr. Wrights instructions, he held his listeners enthralled by tales of past expenditure. A tip of fifty pounds to his bedroom steward coming over was characterized by Mrs. Bradshaw as extravagant.

Seems to be going all right, said Mr. Wright, as the old man made his report; but be careful; dont go overdoing it.

Mr. Kemp nodded. I can turn em round my little finger, he said. Youll have Bella all to yourself to-morrow evening.

Mr. Wright flushed. How did you manage that? he inquired. Its the first time she has ever been out with me alone.

She aint coming out, said Mr. Kemp. Shes going to stay at home and mind the shop; its the mother whats coming out. Going to spend the evening with me!

Mr. Wright frowned. What did you do that for? he demanded, hotly.

I didnt do it, said Mr. Kemp, equably; they done it. The old lady says that, just for once in her life, she wants to see how it feels to spend money like water.

Money like water! repeated the horrified Mr. Wright. Money like  Ill money her  Ill  

It dont matter to me, said Mr. Kemp. I can have a headache or a chill, or something of that sort, if you like. I dont want to go. Its no pleasure to me.

What will it cost? demanded Mr. Wright, pacing up and down the room.

The rich uncle made a calculation. She wants to go to a place called the Empire, he said, slowly, and have something for supper, and thered be cabs and things. I dessay it would cost a couple o pounds, and it might be more. But Id just as soon ave a chill  just.

Mr. Wright groaned, and after talking of Mrs. Bradshaw as though she were already his mother-in-law, produced the money. His instructions as to economy lasted almost up to the moment when he stood with Bella outside the shop on the following evening and watched the couple go off.

Its wonderful how well they get on together, said Bella, as they re-entered the shop and passed into the parlour. Ive never seen mother take to anybody so quick as she has to him.

I hope you like him, too, said Mr. Wright.

Hes a dear, said Bella. Fancy having all that money. I wonder what it feels like?

I suppose I shall know some day, said the young man, slowly; but it wont be much good to me unless  

Unless? said Bella, after a pause.

Unless it gives me what I want, replied the other. Id sooner be a poor man and married to the girl I love, than a millionaire.

Miss Bradshaw stole an uneasy glance at his somewhat sallow features, and became thoughtful.

Its no good having diamonds and motor-cars and that sort of thing unless you have somebody to share them with, pursued Mr. Wright.

Miss Bradshaws eyes sparkled, and at that moment the shop-bell tinkled and a lively whistle sounded. She rose and went into the shop, and Mr. Wright settled back in his chair and scowled darkly as he saw the intruder.

Good evening, said the latter. I want a sixpenny smoke for twopence, please. How are we this evening? Sitting up and taking nourishment?

Miss Bradshaw told him to behave himself.

Always do, said the young man. Thats why I can never get anybody to play with. I had such an awful dream about you last night that I couldnt rest till I saw you. Awful it was.

What was it? inquired Miss Bradshaw.

Dreamt you were married, said Mr. Hills, smiling at her.

Miss Bradshaw tossed her head. Who to, pray? she inquired.

Me, said Mr. Hills, simply. I woke up in a cold perspiration. Halloa! is that Georgie in there? How are you, George? Better?

Im all right, said Mr. Wright, with dignity, as the other hooked the door open with his stick and nodded at him.

Well, why dont you look it? demanded the lively Mr. Hills. Have you got your feet wet, or what?

Oh, be quiet, said Miss Bradshaw, smiling at him.

Right-o, said Mr. Hills, dropping into a chair by the counter and caressing his moustache. But you wouldnt speak to me like that if you knew what a terrible day Ive had.

What have you been doing? asked the girl.

Working, said the other, with a huge sigh. Wheres the millionaire? I came round on purpose to have a look at him.

Him and mother have gone to the Empire? said Miss Bradshaw.

Mr. Hills gave three long, penetrating whistles, and then, placing his cigar with great care on the counter, hid his face in a huge handkerchief. Miss Bradshaw, glanced from him to the frowning Mr. Wright, and then, entering the parlour, closed the door with a bang. Mr. Hills took the hint, and with a somewhat thoughtful grin departed.

He came in next evening for another cigar, and heard all that there was to hear about the Empire. Mrs. Bradshaw would have treated him but coldly, but the innocent Mr. Kemp, charmed by his manner, paid him great attention.

Hes just like what I was at his age, he said. Lively.

Im not a patch on you, said Mr. Hills, edging his way by slow degrees into the parlour. I dont take young ladies to the Empire. Were you telling me you came over here to get married, or did I dream it?

Ark at him, said the blushing Mr. Kemp, as Mrs. Bradshaw shook her head at the offender and told him to behave himself.

Hes a man any woman might be happy with, said Mr. Hills. He never knows how much there is in his trousers-pocket. Fancy sewing on buttons for a man like that. Gold-mining aint in it.

Mrs. Bradshaw shook her head at him again, and Mr. Hills, after apologizing to her for revealing her innermost thoughts before the most guileless of men, began to question Mr. Kemp as to the prospects of a bright and energetic young man, with a distaste for work, in New Zealand. The audience listened with keen attention to the replies, the only disturbing factor being a cough of Mr. Wrights, which became more and more troublesome as the evening wore on. By the time uncle and nephew rose to depart the latter was so hoarse that he could scarcely speak.

Why didnt you tell em you had got a letter calling you home, as I told you? he vociferated, as soon as they were clear of the shop.

I  I forgot it, said the old man.

Forgot it! repeated the incensed Mr. Wright.

What did you think I was coughing like that for  fun?

I forgot it, said the old man, doggedly. Besides, if you take my advice, youd better let me stay a little longer to make sure of things.

Mr. Wright laughed disagreeably. I dare say, he said; but I am managing this affair, not you. Now, you go round to-morrow afternoon and tell them youre off. Dye hear? Dye think Im made of money? And what do you mean by making such a fuss of that fool, Charlie Hills? You know he is after Bella.

He walked the rest of the way home in indignant silence, and, after giving minute instructions to Mr. Kemp next morning at breakfast, went off to work in a more cheerful frame of mind. Mr. Kemp was out when he returned, and after making his toilet he followed him to Mrs. Bradshaws.

To his annoyance, he found Mr. Hills there again; and, moreover, it soon became clear to him that Mr. Kemp had said nothing about his approaching departure. Coughs and scowls passed unheeded, and at last in a hesitating voice, he broached the subject himself. There was a general chorus of lamentation.

I hadnt got the heart to tell you, said Mr. Kemp. I dont know when Ive been so happy.

But you havent got to go back immediate, said Mrs. Bradshaw.

To-morrow, said Mr. Wright, before the old man could reply. Business.

Must you go, said Mrs. Bradshaw.

Mr. Kemp smiled feebly. I suppose I ought to, he replied, in a hesitating voice.

Take my tip and give yourself a bit of a holiday before you go back, urged Mr. Hills.

Just for a few days, pleaded Bella.

To please us, said Mrs. Bradshaw. Think ow Georgell miss you.

Lay hold of him and dont let him go, said Mr. Hills.

He took Mr. Kemp round the waist, and the laughing Bella and her mother each secured an arm. An appeal to Mr. Wright to secure his legs passed unheeded.

We dont let you go till you promise, said Mrs. Bradshaw.

Mr. Kemp smiled and shook his head. Promise? said Bella.

Well, well, said Mr. Kemp; praps

He must go back, shouted the alarmed Mr. Wright.

Let him speak for himself, exclaimed Bella, indignantly.

Just another week then, said Mr. Kemp. Its no good having money if I cant please myself.

A week! shouted Mr. Wright, almost beside himself with rage and dismay. A week! Another week! Why, you told me  

Oh, dont listen to him, said Mrs. Bradshaw. Croaker! Its his own business, aint it? And he knows best, dont he? Whats it got to do with you?

She patted Mr. Kemps hand; Mr. Kemp patted back, and with his disengaged hand helped himself to a glass of beer  the fourth  and beamed in a friendly fashion upon the company.

George! he said, suddenly.

Yes, said Mr. Wright, in a harsh voice.

Did you think to bring my pocket-book along with you?

No, said Mr. Wright, sharply; I didnt.

Tt-tt, said the old man, with a gesture of annoyance. Well, lend me a couple of pounds, then, or else run back and fetch my pocket-book, he added, with a sly grin.

Mr. Wrights face worked with impotent fury. What  what  do you  want it for? he gasped.

Mrs. Bradshaws Well! Well! seemed to sum up the general feeling; Mr. Kemp, shaking his head, eyed him with gentle reproach.

Me and Mrs. Bradshaw are going to gave another evening out, he said, quietly. Ive only got a few more days, and I must make hay while the sun shines.

To Mr. Wright the room seemed to revolve slowly on its axis, but, regaining his self-possession by a supreme effort, he took out his purse and produced the amount. Mrs. Bradshaw, after a few feminine protestations, went upstairs to put her bonnet on.

And you can go and fetch a hansom-cab, George, while shes a-doing of it, said Mr. Kemp. Pick out a good orse  spotted-grey, if you can.

Mr. Wright arose and, departing with a suddenness that was almost startling, exploded harmlessly in front of the barbers, next door but one. Then with lagging steps he went in search of the shabbiest cab and oldest horse he could find.

Thankee, my boy, said Mr. Kemp, bluffly, as he helped Mrs. Bradshaw in and stood with his foot on the step. By the way, you had better go back and lock my pocket-book up. I left it on the washstand, and theres best part of a thousand pounds in it. You can take fifty for yourself to buy smokes with.

There was a murmur of admiration, and Mr. Wright, with a frantic attempt to keep up appearances, tried to thank him, but in vain. Long after the cab had rolled away he stood on the pavement trying to think out a position which was rapidly becoming unendurable. Still keeping up appearances, he had to pretend to go home to look after the pocket-book, leaving the jubilant Mr. Hills to improve the shining hour with Miss Bradshaw.

Mr. Kemp, returning home at midnight  in a cab  found the young man waiting up for him, and, taking a seat on the edge of the table, listened unmoved to a word-picture of himself which seemed interminable. He was only moved to speech when Mr. Wright described him as a white-whiskered jezebel who was a disgrace to his sex, and then merely in the interests of natural science.

Dont you worry, he said, as the other paused from exhaustion. It wont be for long now.

Long? said Mr. Wright, panting. First thing to-morrow morning you have a telegram calling you back  a telegram that must be minded. Dye see?

No, I dont, said Mr. Kemp, plainly. Im not going back, never no more  never! Im going to stop here and court Mrs. Bradshaw.

Mr. Wright fought for breath. You  you cant! he gasped.

Im going to have a try, said the old man. Im sick of going to sea, and itll be a nice comfortable home for my old age. You marry Bella, and Ill marry her mother. Happy family!

Mr. Wright, trembling with rage, sat down to recover, and, regaining his composure after a time, pointed out almost calmly the various difficulties in the way.

Ive thought it all out, said Mr. Kemp, nodding. She mustnt know Im not rich till after were married; then I ave a letter from New Zealand saying Ive lost all my money. Its just as easy to have that letter as the one you spoke of.

And Im to find you money to play the rich uncle with till youre married, I suppose, said Mr. Wright, in a grating voice, and then lose Bella when Mrs. Bradshaw finds youve lost your money?

Mr. Kemp scratched his ear. Thats your lookout, he said, at last.

Now, look here, said Mr. Wright, with great determination. Either you go and tell them that youve been telegraphed for  cabled is the proper word  or I tell them the truth.

Thatll settle you then, said Mr. Kemp.

No more than the other would, retorted the young man, and itll come cheaper. One thing Ill take my oath of, and that is I wont give you another farthing; but if you do as I tell you Ill give you a quid for luck. Now, think it over.

Mr. Kemp thought it over, and after a vain attempt to raise the promised reward to five pounds, finally compounded for two, and went off to bed after a few stormy words on selfishness and ingratitude. He declined to speak to his host at breakfast next morning, and accompanied him in the evening with the air of a martyr going to the stake. He listened in stony silence to the young mans instructions, and only spoke when the latter refused to pay the two pounds in advance.

The news, communicated in halting accents by Mr. Kemp, was received with flattering dismay. Mrs. Bradshaw refused to believe her ears, and it was only after the information had been repeated and confirmed by Mr. Wright that she understood.

I must go, said Mr. Kemp. Ive spent over eleven pounds cabling to-day; but its all no good.

But youre coming back? said Mr. Hills.

O course I am, was the reply. George is the only relation Ive got, and Ive got to look after him, I suppose. After all, blood is thicker than water.

Hear, hear! said Mrs. Bradshaw, piously.

And theres you and Bella, continued Mr. Kemp; two of the best that ever breathed.

The ladies looked down.

And Charlie Hills; I dont know  I dont know when Ive took such a fancy to anybody as I have to im. If I was a young gal  a single young gal  hes  the other half, he said, slowly, as he paused just the one I should fancy. Hes a good-arted, good-looking  

Draw it mild, interrupted the blushing Mr. Hills as Mr. Wright bestowed a ferocious glance upon the speaker.

Clever, lively young fellow, concluded Mr. Kemp. George!

Yes, said Mr. Wright.

Im going now. Ive got to catch the train for Southampton, but I dont want you to come with me. I prefer to be alone. You stay here and cheer them up. Oh, and before I forget it, lend me a couple o pounds out o that fifty I gave you last night. Ive given all my small change away.

He looked up and met Mr. Wrights eye; the latter, too affected to speak, took out the money and passed it over.

We never know what may happen to us, said the old man, solemnly, as he rose and buttoned his coat. Im an old man and I like to have things ship-shape. Ive spent nearly the whole day with my lawyer, and if anything appens to my old carcass it wont make any difference. I have left half my money to George; half of all I have is to be his.

In the midst of an awed silence he went round and shook hands.

The other half, with his hand on the door the other half and my best gold watch and chain I have left to my dear young pal, Charlie Hills. Good-bye, Georgie!


MANNERS MAKYTH MAN

The night-watchman appeared to be out of sorts. His movements were even slower than usual, and, when he sat, the soap-box seemed to be unable to give satisfaction. His face bore an expression of deep melancholy, but a smouldering gleam in his eye betokened feelings deeply moved.

Play-acting I dont hold with, he burst out, with sudden ferocity. Never did. I dont say I aint been to a theayter once or twice in my life, but I always come away with the idea that anybody could act if they liked to try. Its a kids game, a silly kids game, dressing up and pretending to be somebody else.

He cut off a piece of tobacco and, stowing it in his left cheek, sat chewing, with his lack-lustre eyes fixed on the wharves across the river. The offensive antics of a lighterman in mid-stream, who nearly fell overboard in his efforts to attract his attention, he ignored.

I might ha known it, too, he said, after a long silence. If Id only stopped to think, instead o being in such a hurry to do good to others, I should ha been all right, and the pack o monkey-faced swabs on the Lizzie and Annie wot calls themselves sailor-men would ave had to ave got something else to laugh about. Theyve told it in every pub for arf a mile round, and last night, when I went into the Town of Margate to get a drink, three chaps climbed over the partition to ave a look at me.

It all began with young Ted Sawyer, the mate o the Lizzie and Annie. He calls himself a mate, but if it wasnt for aving the skipper for a brother-in-law ed be called something else, very quick. Two or three times weve ad words over one thing and another, and the last time I called im something that I can see now was a mistake. It was one o these ere clever things that a man dont forget, let alone a lop-sided monkey like im.

That was when they was up time afore last, and when they made fast ere last week I could see as he adnt forgotten it. For one thing he pretended not to see me, and, arter I ad told him wot Id do to him if e ran into me agin, he said e thought I was a sack o potatoes taking a airing on a pair of legs wot somebody ad throwed away. Nasty tongue es got; not clever, but nasty.

Arter that I took no notice of im, and, o course, that annoyed im more than anything. All I could do I done, and e was ringing the gate-bell that night from five minutes to twelve till ha-past afore I heard it. Many a night-watchman gets a name for going to sleep when es only getting a bit of is own back.

We stood there talking for over arf-an-hour arter I ad letim in. Leastways, he did. And whenever I see as he was getting tired I just said, Hsh! and ed start agin as fresh as ever. He tumbled to it at last, and went aboard shaking is little fist at me and telling me wot hed do to me if it wasnt for the lor.

I kept by the gate as soon as I came on dooty next evening, just to give im a little smile as e went out. There is nothing more aggravating than a smile when it is properly done; but there was no signs o my lord, and, arter practising it on a carman by mistake, I ad to go inside for a bit and wait till he ad gorn.

The coast was clear by the time I went back, and I ad just stepped outside with my back up agin the gate-post to ave a pipe, when I see a boy coming along with a bag. Good-looking lad of about fifteen e was, nicely dressed in a serge suit, and he no sooner gets up to me than e puts down the bag and looks up at me with a timid sort o little smile.

Good evening, capn, he ses.

He wasnt the fust that has made that mistake; older people than im have done it.

Good evening, my lad, I ses.

I spose, he ses, in a trembling voice, I suppose you aint looking out for a cabin-boy, sir?

Cabin-boy? I ses. No, I aint.

Ive run away from ome to go to sea, he ses, and Im afraid of being pursued. Can I come inside?

Afore I could say No he ad come, bag and all; and afore I could say anything else he ad nipped into the office and stood there with his and on his chest panting.

I know I can trust you, he ses; I can see it by your face.

Wot ave you run away from ome for? I ses. Have they been ill-treating of you?

Ill-treating me? he ses, with a laugh. Not much. Why, I expect my father is running about all over the place offering rewards for me. He wouldnt lose me for a thousand pounds.

I pricked up my ears at that; I dont deny it. Anybody would. Besides, I knew it would be doing him a kindness to hand im back to is father. And then I did a bit o thinking to see ow it was to be done.

Sit down, I ses, putting three or four ledgers on the floor behind one of the desks. Sit down, and lets talk it over.

We talked away for ever so long, but, do all I would, I couldnt persuade im. His ead was stuffed full of coral islands and smugglers and pirates and foreign ports. He said e wanted to see the world, and flying-fish.

I love the blue billers, he ses; the heaving blue billers is wot I want.

I tried to explain to im who would be doing the heaving, but e wouldnt listen to me. He sat on them ledgers like a little wooden image, looking up at me and shaking his ead, and when I told im of storms and shipwrecks he just smacked is lips and his blue eyes shone with joy. Arter a time I saw it was no good trying to persuade im, and I pretended to give way.

I think I can get you a ship with a friend o mine, I ses; but, mind, Ive got to relieve your pore fathers mind  I must let im know wots become of you.

Not before Ive sailed, he ses, very quick.

Certingly not, I ses. But you must give me is name and address, and, arter the Blue Shark  thats the name of your ship  is clear of the land, Ill send im a letter with no name to it, saying where you ave gorn.

He didnt seem to like it at fust, and said e would write imself, but arter I ad pointed out that e might forget and that I was responsible, e gave way and told me that is father was named Mr. Watson, and he kept a big drapers shop in the Commercial Road.

We talked a bit arter that, just to stop is suspicions, and then I told im to stay where e was on the floor, out of sight of the window, while I went to see my friend the captain.

I stood outside for a moment trying to make up my mind wot to do. Ocourse, I ad no business, strictly speaking, to leave the wharf, but, on the other and, there was a fathers art to relieve. I edged along bit by bit while I was thinking, and then, arter looking back once or twice to make sure that the boy wasnt watching me, I set off for the Commercial Road as hard as I could go.

Im not so young as I was. It was a warm evening, and I adnt got even a bus fare on me. I ad to walk all the way, and, by the time I got there, I was arf melted. It was a tidy-sized shop, with three or four nice-looking gals behind the counter, and things like babies high chairs for the customers to sit onlong in the leg and ridikerlously small in the seat. I went up to one of the gals and told Per I wanted to see Mr. Watson.

On private business, I ses. Very important.

She looked at me for a moment, and then she went away and fetched a tall, bald-headed man with grey side-whiskers and a large nose.

Wot dyou want? he ses, coming up to me.

I want a word with you in private, I ses.

This is private enough for me, he ses. Say wot you ave to say, and be quick about it.

I drawed myself up a bit and looked at him. Praps you aint missed im yet, I ses.

Missed im? he ses, with a growl. Missed who?

Your-son. Your blue-eyed son, I ses, looking im straight in the eye.

Look here! he ses, spluttering. You be off. Ow dare you come here with your games? Wot dye mean by it?

I mean, I ses, getting a bit out o temper, that your boy has run away to go to sea, and Ive come to take you to im.

He seemed so upset that I thought e was going to ave a fit at fust, and it seemed only natural, too. Then I see that the best-looking girl and another was having a fit, although trying ard not to.

If you dont get out o my shop, he ses at last, Ill ave you locked up.

Very good! I ses, in a quiet way. Very good; but, mark my words, if hes drownded youll never forgive yourself as long as you live for letting your temper get the better of you  youll never know a good nights rest agin. Besides, wot about is mother?

One o them silly gals went off agin just like a damp firework, and Mr. Watson, arter nearly choking imself with temper, shoved me out o the way and marched out o the shop. I didnt know wot to make of im at fust, and then one o the gals told me that e was a bachelor and adnt got no son, and that somebody ad been taking advantage of what she called my innercence to pull my leg.

You toddle off ome, she ses, before Mr. Watson comes back.

Its a shame to let im come out alone, ses one o the other gals. Where do you live, granpa?

I see then that I ad been done, and I was just walking out o the shop, pretending to be deaf, when Mr. Watson come back with a silly young policeman wot asked me wot I meant by it. He told me to get off ome quick, and actually put his and on my shoulder, but it ud take more than a thing like that to push me, and, arter trying his ardest, he could only rock me a bit.
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I went at last because I wanted to see that boy agin, and the young policeman follered me quite a long way, shaking his silly ead at me and telling me to be careful.

I got a ride part o the way from Commercial Road to Aldgate by getting on the wrong bus, but it wasnt much good, and I was quite tired by the time I got back to the wharf. I waited outside for a minute or two to get my wind back agin, and then I went in-boiling.

You might ha knocked me down with a feather, as the saying is, and I just stood inside the office speechless. The boy ad disappeared and sitting on the floor where I ad left im was a very nice-looking gal of about eighteen, with short air, and a white blouse.

Good evening, sir, she ses, jumping up and giving me a pretty little frightened look. Im so sorry that my brother has been deceiving you. Hes a bad, wicked, ungrateful boy. The idea of telling you that Mr. Watson was is father! Have you been there? I do ope youre not tired.

Where is he? I ses.

Hes gorn, she ses, shaking her ead. I begged and prayed of im to stop, but e wouldnt. He said e thought you might be offended with im. Give my love to old Roley-Poley, and tell him I dont trust im, he ses.

She stood there looking so scared that I didnt know wot to say. By and by she took out er little pocket-ankercher and began to cry  

Oh, get im back, she ses. Dont let it be said I follered im ere all the way for nothing. Have another try. For my sake!

Ow can I get im back when I dont know where hes gorn? I ses.

He-hes gorn to is godfather, she ses, dabbing her eyes. I promised im not to tell anybody; but I dont know wot to do for the best.

Well, praps his godfather will old on to im, I ses.

He wont tell im anything about going to sea, she ses, shaking er little head. Hes just gorn to try and bo  bo-borrow some money to go away with.

She bust out sobbing, and it was all I could do to get the godfathers address out of er. When I think of the trouble I took to get it I come over quite faint. At last she told me, between er sobs, that is name was Mr. Kiddem, and that he lived at 27, Bridge Street.

Hes one o the kindest-arted and most generous men that ever lived, she ses; thats why my brother Harry as gone to im. And you neednt mind taking anything e likes to give you; hes rolling in money.

I took it a bit easier going to Bridge Street, but the evening seemed otter than ever, and by the time I got to the ouse I was pretty near done up. A nice, tidy-looking woman opened the door, but she was a most stone deaf, and I ad to shout the name pretty near a dozen times afore she eard it.

He dont live ere, she ses.

As he moved? I ses. Or wot?

She shook her cad, and, arter telling me to wait, went in and fetched her usband.

Never eard of him, he ses, and weve been ere seventeen years. Are you sure it was twenty-seven?

Sartain, I ses.

Well, he dont live ere, he ses. Why not try thirty-seven and forty-seven?

I triedem: thirty-seven was empty, and a pasty-faced chap at forty-seven nearly made imself ill over the name of Kiddem. It adnt struck me before, but its a hard matter to deceive me, and all in a flash it come over me that I ad been done agin, and that the gal was as bad as er brother.

I was so done up I could ardly crawl back, and my ead was all in a maze. Three or four times I stopped and tried to think, but couldnt, but at last I got back and dragged myself into the office.

As I arf expected, it was empty. There was no sign of either the gal or the boy; and I dropped into a chair and tried to think wot it all meant. Then, appening to look out of the winder, I see somebody running up and down the jetty.

I couldnt see plain owing to the things in the way, but as soon as I got outside and saw who it was I nearly dropped. It was the boy, and he was running up and down wringing his ands and crying like a wild thing, and, instead o running away as soon as e saw me, he rushed right up to me and threw is grubby little paws round my neck.

Save her! e ses. Save er! Help! Help!

Look ere, I ses, shoving im off.

She fell overboard, he ses, dancing about. Oh, my pore sister! Quick! Quick! I cant swim!

He ran to the side and pointed at the water, which was just about at arf-tide. Then e caught old of me agin.

Make aste, he ses, giving me a shove behind. Jump in. Wot are you waiting for?

I stood there for a moment arf dazed, looking down at the water. Then I pulled down a life-belt from the wall ere and threw it in, and, arter another moments thought, ran back to the Lizzie and Annie, wot was in the inside berth, and gave them a hail. Ive always ad a good voice, and in a flash the skipper and Ted Sawyer came tumbling up out of the cabin and the ands out of the focsle.

Gal overboard! I ses, shouting.
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The skipper just asked where, and then im and the mate and a couple of ands tumbled into their boat and pulled under the jetty for all they was worth. Me and the boy ran back and stood with the others, watching.

Point out the exact spot, ses the skipper.

The boy pointed, and the skipper stood up in the boat and felt round with a boat-hook. Twice e said he thought e touched something, but it turned out as e was mistaken. His face got longer and longer and e shook his ead, and said he was afraid it was no good.

Dont stand cryin ere, he ses to the boy, kindly. Jem, run round for the Thames police, and get them and the drags. Take the boy with you. Itll occupy is mind.

He ad another go with the boat-hook arter they ad gone; then e gave it up, and sat in the boat waiting.

Thisll be a bad job for you, watchman, he ses, shaking his ead. Where was you when it appened?

Hes been missing all the evening, ses the cook, wot was standing beside me. If hed been doing is dooty, the pore gal wouldnt ave been drownded. Wot was she doing on the wharf?

Skylarkin, I spose, ses the mate. Its a wonder there aint more drownded. Wot can you expect when the watchman is sitting in a pub all the evening?

The cook said I ought to be ung, and a young ordinary seaman wot was standing beside im said he would sooner I was boiled. I believe they ad words about it, but I was feeling too upset to take much notice.

Looking miserable wont bring er back to life agin, ses the skipper, looking up at me and shaking his ead. Youd better go down to my cabin and get yourself a drop o whisky; theres a bottle on the table. Youll want all your wits about you when the police come. And wotever you do dont say nothing to criminate yourself.

Well do the criminating for im all right, ses the cook.

If I was the pore gal Id haunt im, ses the ordinary seaman; every night of is life Id stand afore im dripping with water and moaning.

Praps she will, ses the cook; lets ope so, at any rate.

I didnt answer em; I was too dead-beat. Besides which, Ive got a orror of ghosts, and the idea of being on the wharf alone of a night arter such a thing was amost too much for me. I went on board the Lizzie and Annie, and down in the cabin I found a bottle o whisky, as the skipper ad said. I sat down on the locker and ad a glass, and then I sat worrying and wondering wot was to be the end of it all.

The whisky warmed me up a bit, and I ad just taken up the bottle to elp myself agin when I eard a faint sort o sound in the skippers state-room. I put the bottle down and listened, but everything seemed deathly still. I took it up agin, and ad just poured out a drop o whisky when I distinctly eard a hissing noise and then a little moan.

For a moment I sat turned to stone. Then I put the bottle down quiet, and ad just got up to go when the door of the state-room opened, and I saw the drownded gal, with er little face and hair all wet and dripping, standing before me.

Ted Sawyer as been telling everybody that I came up the companion-way like a fog-horn that ad lost its ma; I wonder how hed ave come up if hed ad the evening I had ad?

They were all on the jetty as I got there and tumbled into the skippers arms, and all asking at once wot was the matter. When I got my breath back a bit and told em, they laughed. All except the cook, and e said it was only wot I might expect. Then, like a man in a dream, I see the gal come out of the companion and walk slowly to the side.

Look! I ses. Look. There she is!

Youre dreaming, ses the skipper, theres nothing there.

They all said the same, even when the gal stepped on to the side and climbed on to the wharf. She came along towards me with er arms held close to er sides, and making the most orrible faces at me, and it took five ofem all their time to old me. The wharf and everything seemed to me to spin round and round. Then she came straight up to me and patted me on the cheek.

Pore old gentleman, she ses. Wot a shame it is, Ted! Its too bad.

They let go o me then, and stamped up and down the jetty laughing fit to kill themselves. If they ad only known wot a exhibition they was making of themselves, and ow I pitied them, they wouldnt ha done it. And by and by Ted wiped his eyes and put his arm round the gals waist and ses  

This is my intended, Miss Florrie Price, he ses. Aint she a little wonder? Wot dye think of er?

Ill keep my own opinion, I ses. I aint got nothing to say against gals, but if I only lay my hands on that young brother of ers

They went off agin then, worse than ever; and at last the cook came and put is skinny arm round my neck and started spluttering in my ear. I shoved im off hard, because I see it all then; and I should ha seen it afore only I didnt ave time to think. I dont bear no malice, and all I can say is that I dont wish er any harder punishment than to be married to Ted Sawyer.
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BACK TO BACK

Mrs. Scutts, concealed behind the curtain, gazed at the cab in uneasy amazement. The cabman clambered down from the box and, opening the door, stood by with his hands extended ready for any help that might be needed. A stranger was the first to alight, and, with his back towards Mrs. Scutts, seemed to be struggling with something in the cab. He placed a dangling hand about his neck and, staggering under the weight, reeled backwards supporting Mr. Scutts, whose other arm was round the neck of a third man. In a flash Mrs. Scutts was at the door.
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Mr. Scutts raised his head sharply and his lips parted; then his head sank again, and he became a dead weight in the grasp of his assistants.

Hes all right, said one of them, turning to Mrs. Scutts.

A deep groan from Mr. Scutts confirmed the statement.

What is it? inquired his wife, anxiously.

Just a little bit of a railway accident, said one of the strangers. Train ran into some empty trucks. Nobody hurt  seriously, he added, in response to a terrible and annoyed groan from Mr. Scutts.

With his feet dragging helplessly, Mr. Scutts was conveyed over his own doorstep and placed on the sofa.

All the others went off home on their own legs, said one of the strangers, reproachfully. He said he couldnt walk, and he wouldnt go to a hospital.

Wanted to die at home, declared the sufferer. I aint going to be cut about at no ospitals.

The two strangers stood by watching him; then they looked at each other.

I dont want  no ospitals, gasped Mr. Scutts, Im going to have my own doctor.

Of course the company will pay the doctors bill, said one of the strangers to Mrs. Scutts, or theyll send their own doctor. I expect hell be all right to-morrow.

I ope so, said Mr. Scutts, but I dont think it. Thank you for bringing of me ome.

He closed his eyes languidly, and kept them closed until the men had departed.

Cant you walk, Bill? inquired the tearful Mrs. Scutts.

Her husband shook his head. You go and fetch the doctor, he said, slowly. That new one round the corner.

He looks such a boy, objected Mrs. Scutts.

You go and fetch im, said Mr. Scutts, raising his voice. Dye hear!

But began his wife.

If I get up to you, my gal, said the forgetful Mr. Scutts, youll know it.

Why, I thought said his wife, in surprise.

Mr. Scutts raised himself on the sofa and shook his fist at her. Then, as a tribute to appearances, he sank back and groaned again. Mrs. Scutts, looking somewhat relieved, took her bonnet from a nail and departed.

The examination was long and tedious, but Mr. Scutts, beyond remarking that he felt chilly, made no complaint. He endeavoured, but in vain, to perform the tests suggested, and even did his best to stand, supported by his medical attendant. Self-preservation is the law of Nature, and when Mr. Scuttss legs and back gave way he saw to it that the doctor was underneath.

Well have to get you up to bed, said the latter, rising slowly and dusting himself.

Mr. Scutts, who was lying full length on the floor, acquiesced, and sent his wife for some neighbours. One of them was a professional furniture-remover, and, half-way up the narrow stairs, the unfortunate had to remind him that he was dealing with a British working man, and not a piano. Four pairs of hands deposited Mr. Scutts with mathematical precision in the centre of the bed and then proceeded to tuck him in, while Mrs. Scutts drew the sheet in a straight line under his chin.

Dont look much the matter with im, said one of the assistants.

You cant tell with a face like that, said the furniture-remover. Its wot you might call a appy face. Why, he was arf smiling as we, carried im up the stairs.

Youre a liar, said Mr. Scutts, opening his eyes.

All right, mate, said the furniture-remover; all right. Theres no call to get annoyed about it. Good old English pluck, I call it. Where dyou feel the pain?

All over, said Mr. Scutts, briefly.

His neighbours regarded him with sympathetic eyes, and then, led by the furniture-remover, filed out of the room on tip-toe. The doctor, with a few parting instructions, also took his departure.

If youre not better by the morning, he said, pausing at the door, you must send for your club doctor.

Mr. Scutts, in a feeble voice, thanked him, and lay with a twisted smile on his face listening to his wifes vivid narrative to the little crowd which had collected at the front door. She came back, followed by the next-door neighbour, Mr. James Flynn, whose offers of assistance ranged from carrying Mr. Scutts out pick-a-back when he wanted to take the air, to filling his pipe for him and fetching his beer.

But I dare say youll be up and about in a couple o days, he concluded. You wouldnt look so well if youd got anything serious the matter; rosy, fat cheeks and  

Thatll do, said the indignant invalid. Its my back thats hurt, not my face.

I know, said Mr. Flynn, nodding sagely; but if it was hurt bad your face would be as white as that sheet-whiter.

The doctor said as he was to be kep quiet, remarked Mrs. Scutts, sharply.

Right-o, said Mr. Flynn. Ta-ta, old pal. Keep your pecker up, and if you want your back rubbed with turps, or anything of that sort, just knock on the wall.

He went, before Mr. Scutts could think of a reply suitable for an invalid and, at the same time, bristling with virility. A sinful and foolish desire to leap out of bed and help Mr. Flynn downstairs made him more rubicund than ever.

He sent for the club doctor next morning, and, pending his arrival, partook of a basin of arrowroot and drank a little beef-tea. A bottle of castor-oil and an empty pill-box on the table by the bedside added a little local colour to the scene.

Any pain? inquired the doctor, after an examination in which bony and very cold fingers had played a prominent part.

Not much pain, said Mr. Scutts. Dont seem to have no strength in my back.

Ah! said the doctor.

I tried to get up this morning to go to my work, said Mr. Scutts, but I cant stand! couldnt get out of bed.

Fearfully upset, he was, pore dear, testified Mrs. Scutts. He cant bear losing a day. I spose  I spose the railway company will ave to do something if its serious, wont they, sir?

Nothing to do with me, said the doctor. Ill put him on the club for a few days; I expect he will be all right soon. Hes got a healthy colour  a very healthy colour.

Mr. Scutts waited until he had left the house and then made a few remarks on the colour question that for impurity of English and strength of diction have probably never been surpassed.

A second visitor that day came after dinner  a tall man in a frock-coat, bearing in his hand a silk hat, which, after a careful survey of the room, he hung on a knob of the bedpost.

Mr. Scutts? he inquired, bowing.

Thats me, said Mr. Scutts, in a feeble voice.

Ive called from the railway company, said the stranger. We have seen now all those who left their names and addresses on Monday afternoon, and I am glad to say that nobody was really hurt. Nobody.

Mr. Scutts, in a faint voice, said he was glad to hear it.

Been a wonder if they had, said the other, cheerfully. Why, even the paint wasnt knocked off the engine. The most serious damage appears to be two top-hats crushed and an umbrella broken.

He leaned over the bed-rail and laughed joyously. Mr. Scutts, through half-closed eyes, gazed at him in silent reproach.

I dont say that one or two people didnt receive a little bit of a shock to their nerves, said the visitor, thoughtfully. One lady even stayed in bed next day. However, I made it all right with them. The company is very generous, and although of course there is no legal obligation, they made several of them a present of a few pounds, so that they could go away for a little change, or anything of that sort, to quiet their nerves.

Mr. Scutts, who had been listening with closed eyes, opened them languidly and said, Oh.

I gave one gentleman twen-ty pounds! said the visitor, jingling some coins in his trouser-pocket. I never saw a man so pleased and grateful in my life. When he signed the receipt for it  I always get them to sign a receipt, so that the company can see that I havent kept the money for myself  he nearly wept with joy.

I should think he would, said Mr. Scutts, slowly if he wasnt hurt.

Youre the last on my list, said the other, hastily. He produced a slip of paper from his pocket-book and placed it on the small table, with a fountain pen. Then, with a smile that was both tender and playful, he plunged his hand in his pocket and poured a stream of gold on the table.

What do you say to thir-ty pounds? he said, in a hushed voice. Thirty golden goblins?

What for? inquired Mr. Scutts, with a notable lack of interest.

For  well, to go away for a day or two, said the visitor. I find you in bed; it may be a cold or a bilious attack; or perhaps you had a little upset of the nerves when the trains kissed each other.

Im in bed  because  I cant walk-or stand, said Mr. Scutts, speaking very distinctly. Im on my club, and if as ow I get well in a day or two, theres no reason why the company should give me any money. Im pore, but Im honest.

Take my advice as a friend, said the other; take the money while you can get it.

He nodded significantly at Mr. Scutts and closed one eye. Mr. Scutts closed both of his.

I ad my back hurt in the collision, he said, after a long pause. I ad to be helped ome. So far it seems to get worse, but I ope for the best.

Dear me, said the visitor; how sad! I suppose it has been coming on for a long time. Most of these back cases do. At least all the doctors say so.

It was done in the collision, said Mr. Scutts, mildly but firmly. I was as right as rain before then.

The visitor shook his head and smiled. Ah! you would have great difficulty in proving that, he said, softly; in fact, speaking as man to man, I dont mind telling you it would be impossible. Im afraid Im exceeding my duty, but, as youre the last on my list, suppose  suppose we say forty pounds. Forty! A small fortune.

He added some more gold to the pile on the table, and gently tapped Mr. Scuttss arm with the end of the pen.

Good afternoon, said the invalid.

The visitor, justly concerned at his lack of intelligence, took a seat on the edge of the bed and spoke to him as a friend and a brother, but in vain. Mr. Scutts reminded him at last that it was medicine-time, after which, pain and weakness permitting, he was going to try to get a little sleep.

Forty pounds! he said to his wife, after the official had departed. Why didnt e offer me a bag o sweets?

Its a lot o money, said Mrs. Scutts, wistfully.

Sos a thousand, said her husband. I aint going to ave my back broke for nothing, I can tell you. Now, you keep that mouth o yours shut, and if I get it, you shall ave a new pair o boots.

A thousand! exclaimed the startled Mrs. Scutts. Have you took leave of your senses, or what?

I read a case in the paper where a man got it, said Mr. Scutts. He ad his back urt too, pore chap. How would you like to lay on your back all your life for a thousand pounds?

Will you ave to lay abed all your life? inquired his wife, staring.

Wait till I get the money, said Mr. Scutts; then I might be able to tell you better.

He gazed wistfully at the window. It was late October, but the sun shone and the air was clear. The sound of traffic and cheerful voices ascended from the little street. To Mr. Scutts it all seemed to be a part of a distant past.

If that chap comes round to-morrow and offers me five hundred, he said, slowly, I dont know as I wont take it. Im sick of this mouldy bed.

He waited expectantly next day, but nothing happened, and after a week of bed he began to realize that the job might be a long one. The monotony, to a man of his active habits, became almost intolerable, and the narrated adventures of Mr. James Flynn, his only caller, filled him with an uncontrollable longing to be up and doing.

The fine weather went, and Mr. Scutts, in his tumbled bed, lay watching the rain beating softly on the window-panes. Then one morning he awoke to the darkness of a London fog.

It gets worse and worse, said Mrs. Scutts, as she returned home in the afternoon with a relish for his tea. Cant see your and before your face.

Mr. Scutts looked thoughtful. He ate his tea in silence, and after he had finished lit his pipe and sat up in bed smoking.

Penny for your thoughts, said his wife.

Im going out, said Mr. Scutts, in a voice that defied opposition. Im going to ave a walk, and when Im far enough away Im going to ave one or two drinks. I believe this fog is sent a-purpose to save my life.

Mrs. Scutts remonstrated, but in vain, and at half-past six the invalid, with his cap over his eyes and a large scarf tied round the lower part of his face, listened for a moment at his front door and then disappeared in the fog.

Left to herself, Mrs. Scutts returned to the bedroom and, poking the tiny fire into a blaze, sat and pondered over the willfulness of men.

She was awakened from a doze by a knocking at the street-door. It was just eight oclock, and, inwardly congratulating her husband on his return to common sense and home, she went down and opened it. Two tall men in silk hats entered the room.

Mrs. Scutts? said one of them.

Mrs. Scutts, in a dazed fashion, nodded.

We have come to see your husband, said the intruder. I am a doctor.

The panic-stricken Mrs. Scutts tried in vain to think.

He-hes asleep, she said, at last.

Doesnt matter, said the doctor.

Not a bit, said his companion.

You  you cant see him, protested Mrs. Scutts. He aint to be seen.

Hed be sorry to miss me, said the doctor, eyeing her keenly as she stood on guard by the inner door. I suppose hes at home?

Of course, said Mrs. Scutts, stammering and flushing. Why, the pore man cant stir from his bed.

Well, Ill just peep in at the door, then, said the doctor. I wont wake him. You cant object to that. If you do

Mrs. Scuttss head began to swim. Ill go up and see whether hes awake, she said.

She closed the door on them and stood with her hand to her throat, thinking. Then, instead of going upstairs, she passed into the yard and, stepping over the fence, opened Mr. Flynns back door.

Halloa! said that gentleman, who was standing in the scullery removing mud from his boots. Whats up?

In a frenzied gabble Mrs. Scutts told him. You must be im, she said, clutching him by the coat and dragging him towards the door. Theyve never seen im, and they wont know the difference.

But exclaimed the astonished James.

Quick! she said, sharply. Go into the back room and undress, then nip into his room and get into bed. And mind, be fast asleep all the time.

Still holding the bewildered Mr. Flynn by the coat, she led him into the house and waved him upstairs, and stood below listening until a slight creaking of the bed announced that he had obeyed orders. Then she entered the parlour.

Hes fast asleep, she said, softly; and mind, I wont ave him disturbed. Its the first real sleep hes ad for nearly a week. If you promise not to wake im you may just have a peep.

We wont disturb him, said the doctor, and, followed by his companion, noiselessly ascended the stairs and peeped into the room. Mr. Flynn was fast asleep, and not a muscle moved as the two men approached the bed on tip-toe and stood looking at him. The doctor turned after a minute and led the way out of the room.

Well call again, he said, softly.

Yes, sir, said Mrs. Scutts. When?

The doctor and his companion exchanged glances. Im very busy just at present, he said, slowly. Well look in some time and take our chance of catching him awake.

Mrs. Scutts bowed them out, and in some perplexity returned to Mr. Flynn. I dont like the look of em, she said, shaking her head. Youd better stay in bed till Bill comes ome in case they come back.

Right-o, said the obliging Mr. Flynn. Just step in and tell my landlady Im aving a chat with Bill.

He lit his pipe and sat up in bed smoking until a knock at the front door at half-past eleven sent him off to sleep again. Mrs. Scutts, who was sitting downstairs, opened it and admitted her husband.

All serene? he inquired. What are you looking like that for? Whats up?

He sat quivering with alarm and rage as she told him, and then, mounting the stairs with a heavy tread, stood gazing in helpless fury at the slumbering form of Mr. James Flynn.

Get out o my bed, he said at last, in a choking voice.

What, Bill! said Mr. Flynn, opening his eyes.

Get out o my bed, repeated the other. Youve made a nice mess of it between you. Its a fine thing if a man cant go out for arf a pint without coming home and finding all the riffraff of the neighbourhood in is bed.

Ows the pore back, Bill? inquired Mr. Flynn, with tenderness.

Mr. Scutts gurgled at him. Outside! he said as soon as he could get his breath.

Bill, said the voice of Mrs. Scutts, outside the door.

Halloa, growled her husband.

He mustnt go, said Mrs. Scutts. Those gentlemen are coming again, and they think he is you.

WHAT! roared the infuriated Mr. Scutts.

Dont you see? Its me whats got the pore back now, Bill, said Mr. Flynn. You cant pass yourself off as me, Bill; you aint good-looking enough.

Mr. Scutts, past speech, raised his clenched fists to the ceiling.

Hell ave to stay in your bed, continued the voice of Mrs. Scutts. Hes got a good art, and I know hell do it; wont you, Jim?

Mr. Flynn pondered. Tell my landlady in the morning that Ive took your back room, he said. What a fortunit thing it is Im out o work. What are you walking up and down like that for, Bill? Back coming on agin?

Then o course, pursued the voice of Mrs. Scutts, in meditative accents, theres the club doctor and the other gentleman that knows Bill. They might come at any moment. Theres got to be two Bills in bed, so that if one party comes one Bill can nip into the back room, and if the other Bill  party, I mean  comes, the other Bill  you know what I mean!

Mr. Scutts swore himself faint.

Thats ow it is, mate, said Mr. Flynn. Its no good standing there saying your little piece of poetry to yourself. Take off your cloes and get to bed like a little man. Now! now! Naughty! Naughty!

Praps I oughtnt to ave let em up, Bill, said his wife; but I was afraid theyd smell a rat if I didnt. Besides, I was took by surprise.

You get off to bed, said Mr. Scutts. Get off to bed while youre safe.

And get a good nights rest, added the thoughtful Mr. Flynn. If Bills back is took bad in the night Ill look after it.

Mr. Scutts turned a threatening face on him. For two pins he began.

For two pins Ill go back ome and stay there, said Mr. Flynn.

He put one muscular leg out of bed, and then, at the earnest request of Mr. Scutts, put it back again. In a few simple, manly words the latter apologized, by putting all the blame on Mrs. Scutts, and, removing his clothes, got into bed.

Wrapped in bedclothes, they passed the following day listening for knocks at the door and playing cards. By evening both men were weary, and Mr. Scutts made a few pointed remarks concerning dodging doctors and deceitful visitors to which Mr. Flynn listened in silent approval.

They mightnt come for a week, he said, dismally. Its all right for you, but where do I come in? Halves?

Mr. Scutts had a rush of blood to the head.

You leave it to me, mate, he said, controlling himself by an effort. If I get ten quid, say, you shall have arf.

And suppose you get more? demanded the other.

Well see, said Mr. Scutts, vaguely.

Mr. Flynn returned to the charge next day, but got no satisfaction. Mr. Scutts preferred to talk instead of the free board and lodging his friend was getting. On the subject of such pay for such work he was almost eloquent.

Ill bide my time, said Mr. Flynn, darkly. Treat me fair and Ill treat you fair.

His imprisonment came to an end on the fourth day. There was a knock at the door, and the sound of mens voices, followed by the hurried appearance of Mrs. Scutts.

Its Jims lot, she said, in a hurried whisper. Ive just come up to get the room ready.

Mr. Scutts took his friend by the hand, and after warmly urging him not to forget the expert instructions he had received concerning his back, slipped into the back room, and, a prey to forebodings, awaited the result.

Well, he looks better, said the doctor, regarding Mr. Flynn.

Much better, said his companion.

Mrs. Scutts shook her head. His pore back dont seem no better, sir, she said in a low voice. Cant you do something for it?

Let me have a look at it, said the doctor. Undo your shirt.

Mr. Flynn, with slow fingers, fumbled with the button at his neck and looked hard at Mrs. Scutts.

She cant bear to see me suffer, he said, in a feeble voice, as she left the room.

He bore the examination with the fortitude of an early Christian martyr. In response to inquiries he said he felt as though the mainspring of his back had gone.

How long since you walked? inquired the doctor.

Not since the accident, said Mr. Flynn, firmly.

Try now, said the doctor.

Mr. Flynn smiled at him reproachfully.

You cant walk because you think you cant, said the doctor; that is all. Youll have to be encouraged the same way that a child is. I should like to cure you, and I think I can.

He took a small canvas bag from the other man and opened it. Forty pounds, he said. Would you like to count it?

Mr. Flynns eyes shone.

It is all yours, said the doctor, if you can walk across the room and take it from that gentlemans hand.

Honour bright? asked Mr. Flynn, in tremulous tones, as the other man held up the bag and gave him an encouraging smile.

Honour bright, said the doctor.

With a spring that nearly broke the bed, Mr. Flynn quitted it and snatched the bag, and at the same moment Mrs. Scutts, impelled by a maddened arm, burst into the room.

Your back! she moaned. Itll kill you Get back to bed.

Im cured, lovey, said Mr. Flynn, simply.

His back is as strong as ever, said the doctor, giving it a thump.

Mr. Flynn, who had taken his clothes from a chair and was hastily dressing himself, assented.

But if youll wait arf a tick Ill walk as far as the corner with you, he said, quickly. Id like to make sure its all right.

He paused at the foot of the stairs and, glancing up at the palid and murderous face of Mr. Scutts, which protruded from the back bedroom, smiled at him rapturously. Then, with a lordly air, he tossed him five pieces of gold.


KEEPING WATCH

Human natur! said the night-watchman, gazing fixedly at a pretty girl in a passing watermans skiff. Human natur!

He sighed, and, striking a match, applied it to his pipe and sat smoking thoughtfully.

The young fellow is pretending that his arm is at the back of her by accident, he continued; and shes pretending not to know that its there. When hes allowed to put it round er waist whenever he wishes, he wont want to do it. Shes artful enough to know that, and thats why they are all so stand-offish until the thing is settled. Shell move forward arf an inch presently, and arf a minute arterwards shell lean back agin without thinking. Shes a nice-looking gal, and what she can see in a tailors dummy like that, I cant think.

He leaned back on his box and, folding his arms, emitted a cloud of smoke.

Human naturs a funny thing. Ive seen a lot of it in my time, and if I was to ave my life all over agin I expect I should be just as silly as them two in the skiff. Ive known the time when I would spend money as free over a gal as I would over myself. I ony wish Id got all the money now that Ive spent on peppermint lozenges.

That gal in the boat reminds me o one I used to know a few years ago. Just the same innercent baby look  a look as if butter wouldnt melt in er mouth  and a artful disposition that made me sorry for er sects.

She used to come up to this wharf once a week in a schooner called the Belle. Her father, Capn Butt, was a widow-man, and e used to bring her with im, partly for company and partly because e could keep is eye on her. Nasty eye it, was, too, when he appened to be out o temper.

Id often took a bit o notice o the gal; just giving er a kind smile now and then as she sat on deck, and sometimes  when er father wasnt looking  shed smile back. Once, when e was down below, she laughed right out. She was afraid of im, and by and by I noticed that she darent even get off the ship and walk up and down the wharf without asking im. When she went out e was with er, and, from one or two nasty little snacks I appened to overhear when the skipper thought I was too far away, I began to see that something was up.

It all came out one evening, and it only came out because the skipper wanted my help. I was standing leaning on my broom to get my breath back arter a bit o sweeping, when he came up to me, and I knew at once, by the nice way e spoke, that he wanted me to do something for im.

Come and ave a pint, Bill, he ses.

I put my broom agin the wall, and we walked round to the Bulls Head like a couple o brothers. We ad two pints apiece, and then he put his and on my shoulder and talked as man to man.

Im in a little bit o difficulty about that gal o mine, he ses, passing me his baccy-box. Six months ago she dropped a letter out of er pocket, and Im blest if it wasnt from a young man. A young man!

You sur-prise me, I ses, meaning to be sarcastic.

I surprised her, he ses, looking very fierce. I went to er box and I found a pile of em-a pile of em-tied up with a piece o pink ribbon. And a photygraph of my lord. And of all the narrer-chested, weak-eyed, slack-baked, spindly-legged sons of a gun you ever saw in your life, he is the worst. If I ony get my ands on him Ill choke im with his own feet.

He washed is mouth out with a drop o beer and stood scowling at the floor.

Arter Ive choked im Ill twist his neck, he ses. If he ad ony put his address on is letters, Id go round and do it now. And my daughter, my only daughter, wont tell me where he lives.

She ought to know better, I ses.

He took hold o my and and shook it. Youve got more sense than one ud think to look at you, Bill, he ses, not thinking wot he was saying. You see wot a mess Im in.

Yes, I ses.

Im a nurse, thats wot I am, he ses, very savage. Just a nursemaid. I cant move and or foot without that gal. Owd you like it, yourself, Bill?

It must be very orkard for you, I ses. Very orkard indeed.

Orkard! he ses; its no name for it, Bill. I might as well be a Sunday-school teacher, and ha done with it. I never ad such a dull time in all my life. Never. And the worst of it is, its spiling my temper. And all because o that narrer-eyed, red-chested  you know wot I mean!

He took another mouthful o beer, and then he took old of my arm. Bill, he ses, very earnest, I want you to do me a favour.

Go ahead, I ses.

Ive got to meet a pal at Charing Cross at ha-past seven, he ses; and were going to make a night of it. Ive left Winnie in charge o the cook, and Ive told im plain that, if she aint there when I come back, Ill skin im alive. Now, I want you to watch er, too. Keep the gate locked, and dont let anybody in you dont know. Especially that monkey-faced imitation of a man. Here e is. Thats his likeness.

He pulled a photygraph out of is coatpocket and anded it to me.

Thats im, he ses. Fancy a gal getting love-letters from a thing like that! And she was ony twenty last birthday. Keep your eye on er, Bill, and dont let er out of your sight. Youre worth two o the cook.

He finished is beer, and, cuddling my arm, stepped back to the wharf. Miss Butt was sitting on the cabin skylight reading a book, and old Joe, the cook, was standing near er pretending to swab the decks with a mop.

Ive got to go out for a little while  on business, ses the skipper. I dont spose I shall be long, and, while Im away, Bill and the cook will look arter you.

Miss Butt wrinkled up er shoulders.

The gatell be locked, and youre not to leave the wharf. Dye ear?

The gal wriggled er shoulders agin and went on reading, but she gave the cook a look out of er innercent baby eyes that nearly made im drop the mop.

Thems my orders, ses the skipper, swelling his chest and looking round, to everybody. You know wotll appen to you, Joe, if things aint right when I come back. Come along, Bill, and lock the gate arter me. An mind, for your own sake, dont let anything appen to that gal while Im away.

Wot timell you be back? I ses, as e stepped through the wicket.

Not afore twelve, and praps a good bit later, he ses, smiling all over with appiness. But young slab-chest dont know Im out, and Winnie thinks Im just going out for arf an hour, so itll be all right. So long.

I watched im up the road, and I must say I began to wish I adnt taken the job on. Arter all, I ad ony had two pints and a bit o flattery, and I knew wot ud appen if anything went wrong. Built like a bull he was, and fond o using his strength. I locked the wicket careful, and, putting the key in my pocket, began to walk up and down the wharf.

For about ten minutes the gal went on reading and didnt look up once. Then, as I passed, she gave me a nice smile and shook er little fist at the cook, wot ad got is back towards er. I smiled back, o course, and by and by she put her book down and climbed on to the side o the ship and held out her and for me to elp her ashore.

Im so tired of the ship, she ses, in a soft voice; its like a prison. Dont you get, tired of the wharf?

Sometimes, I ses; but its my dooty.

Yes, she ses. Yes, of course. But youre a big, strong man, and you can put up with things better.

She gave a little sigh, and we walked up and down for a time without saying anything.

And its all fathers foolishness, she ses, at last; thats wot makes it so tiresome. I cant help a pack of silly young men writing to me, can I?

No, I spose not, I ses.

Thank you, she ses, putting er little and on my arm. I knew that you were sensible. Ive often watched you when Ive been sitting alone on the schooner, longing for somebody to speak to. And Im a good judge of character. I can read you like a book.

She turned and looked up at me. Beautiful blue eyes shed got, with long, curling lashes, and teeth like pearls.

Father is so silly, she ses, shaking her ead and looking down; and its so unreasonable, because, as a matter of fact, I dont like young men. Oh, I beg your pardon, I didnt mean that. I didnt mean to be rude.

Rude? I ses, staring at her.

Of course it was a rude thing for me to say, she ses, smiling; because you are still a young man yourself.

I shook my ead. Youngish, I ses.

Young! she ses, stamping er little foot.

She gave me another look, and this time er blue eyes seemed large and solemn. She walked along like one in a dream, and twice she tripped over the planks and would ave fallen if I hadnt caught er round the waist.

Thank you, she ses. Im very clumsy. How strong your arm is!

We walked up and down agin, and every time we went near the edge of the jetty she eld on to my arm for fear of stumbling agin. And there was that silly cook standing about on the schooner on tip-toe and twisting his silly old neck till I wonder it didnt twist off.

Wot a beautiful evening it is! she ses, at last, in a low voice. I ope father isnt coming back early. Do you know wot time he is coming home?

About twelve, I ses; but dont tell im I told you so.

O course not, she ses, squeezing my arm. Poor father! I hope he is enjoying himself as much as I am.

We walked down to the jetty agin arter that, and sat side by side looking acrost the river. And she began to talk about Life, and wot a strange thing it was; and ow the river would go on flowing down to the sea thousands and thousands o years arter we was both dead and forgotten. If it hadnt ha been for her little ead leaning agin my shoulder I should have ad the creeps.

Lets go down into the cabin, she ses, at last, with a little shiver; it makes me melancholy sitting here and thinking of the might-have-beens.

I got up first and elped her up, and, arter both staring hard at the cook, wot didnt seem to know is place, we went down into the cabin. It was a comfortable little place, and arter she ad poured me out a glass of er fathers whisky, and filled my pipe for me, I wouldnt ha changed places with a king. Even when the pipe wouldnt draw I didnt mind.

May I write a letter? she ses, at last.

Sartainly, I ses.

She got out her pen and ink and paper, and wrote. I shant be long, she ses, looking up and nibbling er pen. Its a letter to my dressmaker; she promised my dress by six oclock this afternoon, and I am just writing to tell her that if I dont have it by ten in the morning she can keep it.

Quite right, I ses; its the ony way to get things done.

Its my way, she ses, sticking the letter in an envelope and licking it down. Nice name, isnt it?

She passed it over to me, and I read the name and address: Miss Minnie Miller, 17, John Street, Mile End Road.

Thatll wake her up, She ses, smiling. Will you ask Joe to take it for me?

He  hes on guard, I ses, smiling back at er and shaking my ead.

I know, she ses, in a low voice. But I dont want any guard  only you. I dont like guards that peep down skylights.

I looked up just in time to see Joes ead disappear. Then I nipped up, and arter I ad told im part of wot I thought about im I gave im the letter and told im to sheer off.

The skipper told me to stay ere, he ses, looking obstinate.

You do as youre told, I ses. Im in charge, and I take full responsibility. I shall lock the gate arter you. Wot are you worrying about?

And heres a shilling, Joe, for a bus fare, ses the gal, smiling. You can keep the change.

Joe took off is cap and scratched is silly bald ead.

Come on, I ses; its a letter to a dressmaker. A letter that must go to-night.

Else its no use, ses the gal. You dont know ow important it is.

All right, ses Joe. Ave it your own way. So long as you dont tell the skipper I dont mind. If anything appens youll catch it too, Bill.

He climbed ashore, and I follered im to the gate and unlocked it. He was screwing up is eye ready for a wink, but I give im such a look that he thought better of it, and, arter rubbing his eye with is finger as though he ad got a bit o dust in it, he went off.

I locked the gate and went back to the cabin, and for some time we sat talking about fathers and the foolish ideas they got into their eads, and things o that sort. So far as I remember, I ad two more goes o whisky and one o the skippers cigars, and I was just thinking wot a beautiful thing it was to be alive and ealthy and in good spirits, talking to a nice gal that understood wot you said amost afore you said it, when I eard three blows on a whistle.

Wots that? I ses, starting up. Police whistle?

I dont think so, ses Miss Butt, putting her and on my shoulder. Sit down and stay where you are. I dont want you to get hurt, if it is. Let somebody I dont like go.

I sat down agin and listened, but there was no more whistling.

Boy in the street, I expect, ses the gal, going into the state-room. Oh, Ive got something to show you. Wait a minute.

I eard her moving about, and then she comes back into the cabin.

I cant find the key of my box, she ses, and its in there. I wonder whether youve got a key that would open it. Its a padlock.

I put my and in my pocket and pulled out my keys. Shall I come and try? I ses.

No, thank you, she ses, taking the keys. This looks about the size. What key is it?

Its the key of the gate, I ses, but I dont suppose itll fit.

She went back into the state-room agin, and I eard her fumbling at a lock. Then she came back into the cabin, breathing rather hard, and stood thinking.

Ive just remembered, she ses, pinching her chin. Yes!

She stepped to the door and went up the companion-ladder, and the next moment I eard a sliding noise and a key turn in a lock. I jumped to the foot of the ladder and, ardly able to believe my senses, saw that the hatch was closed. When I found that it was locked too, you might ha knocked me down with a feather.

I went down to the cabin agin, and, standing on the locker, pushed the skylight up with my ead and tried to lookout. I couldnt see the gate, but I eard voices and footsteps, and a little while arterwards I see that gal coming along the wharf arm in arm with the young man she ad told me she didnt like, and dancing for joy. They climbed on to the schooner, and then they both stooped down with their hands on their knees and looked at me.

Wot is it? ses the young man, grinning.

Its a watchman, ses the gal. Its here to take charge of the wharf, you know, and see that nobody comes on.

We ought to ha brought some buns for it, ses the young man; look at it opening its mouth.

They both laughed fit to kill themselves, but I didnt move a muscle.

You open the companion, I ses, or itll be the worse for you. Dye hear? Open it!

Oh, Alfred, ses the gal, hes losing is temper. Wotever shall we do?

I dont want no more nonsense, I ses, trying to fix er with my eye. If you dont let me out itll be the worse for you.

Dont you talk to my young lady like that, ses the young man.

Your young lady? I ses. Hmm! You should ha seen er arf an hour ago.

The gal looked at me steady for a moment.

He put is nasty fat arm round my waist, Alfred, she ses.

Wot! ses the young man, squeaking. WOT!

He snatched up the mop wot that nasty, untidy cook ad left leaning agin the side, and afore I ad any idea of wot e was up to he shoved the beastly thing straight in my face.

Next time, he ses, Ill tear you limb from limb!

I couldnt speak for a time, and when I could e stopped me with the mop agin. It was like a chained lion being tormented by a monkey. I stepped down on to the cabin floor, and then I told em both wot I thought of em.

Come along, Alfred, ses the gal, else the cookll be back before we start.

Hes all right, ses the young man. Minnies looking arter him. When I left hed got arf a bottle of whisky in front of im.

Still, we may as well go, ses Miss Butt. It seems a shame to keep the cab waiting.

All right, he ses. I just want to give this old chump one more lick with the mop and then well go.

He peeped down the skylight and waited, but I kept quite quiet, with my back towards im.

Come along, ses Miss Butt.

Im coming, he ses. Hi! You down there! When the capn comes back tell im that Im taking Miss Butt to an aunt o mine in the country. And tellim that in a week or two hell ave the largest and nicest piece of wedding-cake he as ever ad in his life. So long!

Good-bye, watchman, ses the gal.

They moved off without another word  from them, I mean. I heard the wicket slam and then I eard a cab drive off over the stones. I couldnt believe it at first. I couldnt believe a gal with such beautiful blue eyes could be so hard-earted, and for a long time I stood listening and hoping to ear the cab come back. Then I stepped up to the companion and tried to shift it with my shoulders.

I went back to the cabin at last, and arter lighting the lamp I ad another sup o the skippers whisky to clear my ead, and sat down to try and think wot tale I was to tell im. I sat for pretty near three hours without thinking of one, and then I eard the crew come on to the wharf.

They was a bit startled when they saw my ead at the skylight, and then they all started at the same time asking me wot I was doing. I told em to let me out fust and then Id tell em, and one of em ad just stepped round to the companion when the skipper come on to the wharf and stepped aboard. He stooped down and peeped at me through the skylight as though he couldnt believe is eyesight, and then, arter sending the hands forard and telling em to stay there, wotever appened, he unlocked the companion and came down.


THE UNDERSTUDY

Dogs on board ship is a nuisance, said the night-watchman, gazing fiercely at the vociferous mongrel that had chased him from the deck of the Henry William; the skipper asks me to keep an eye on the ship, and then leaves a thing like that down in the cabin.

He leaned against a pile of empty casks to recover his breath, shook his fist at the dog, and said, slowly  

Some people cant make too much of em. They talk about a dogs honest eyes and his faithful art. I ad a dog once, and I never saw his eyes look so honest as they did one day when e was sitting on a pound o beefsteak we was unting high and low for.

Ive known dogs to cause a lot of trouble in my time. A man as used to live in my street told me he ad been in jail three times because dogs follered him ome and wouldnt go away when he told em to. He said that some men would ha kicked em out into the street, but he thought their little lives was far too valuable to risk in that way.

Some people used to wink when e talked like that, but I didnt: I remembered a dog that took a fancy to old Sam Small and Ginger Dick and Peter Russet once in just the same way.

It was one night in a little public-ouse down Commercial Road way. They ad ony been ashore a week, and, aving been turned out of a music-all the night afore because a man Ginger Dick had punched in the jaw wouldnt behave imself, they said theyd spend the rest o their money on beer instead. There was just the three of em sitting by themselves in a cosy little bar, when the door was pushed open and a big black dog came in.

He came straight up to Sam and licked his and. Sam was eating a arrowroot biscuit with a bit o cheese on it at the time. He wasnt wot youd call a partickler sort o man, but, seeing as ow the dog was so careless that e licked the biscuit amost as much as he did his and, he gave it to im. The dog took it in one gulp, and then he jumped up on Sams lap and wagged his tail in is face for joy and thankfulness.

Hes took a fancy to you, Sam, ses Ginger.

Sam pushed the dog off on to the floor and wiped his face.

Hes a good dog, by the look of im, ses Peter Russet, who was country bred.

He bought a sausage-roll, and him and the dog ate it between em. Then Ginger Dick bought one and gave it to im, and by the time it was finished the dog didnt seem to know which one of em he loved the most.

Wonder who he belongs to? ses Ginger. Is there any name on the collar, Peter?

Peter shook his ead. Its a good collar, though, he ses. I wonder whether hes been and lost imself?

Old Sam, wot was always on the look-out for money, put his beer down and wiped is mouth. There might be a reward out for im, he ses. I think Ill take care of im for a day or two, in case.

Well all take care of im, ses Ginger; and if theres a reward well go shares. Mind that!

I found im, ses Sam, very disagreeable. He came up to me as if hed known me all is life.

No, ses Ginger. Dont you flatter yourself. He came up to you because he didnt know you, Sam.

If he ad, hed ha bit your and, ses Peter Russet.

Instead o washing it, ses Ginger.

Go on! ses Sam, olding his breath with passion. Go on!

Peter opened is mouth, but just then another man came into the bar, and, arter ordering is drink, turned round and patted the dogs ead.

Thats a good dog; ow old is he? he ses to Ginger.

Two years last April, ses Ginger, without moving a eyelid.

Fifth of April, ses old Sam, very quick and fierce.

At two oclock in the morning, ses Peter.

The man took up is beer and looked at em; then e took a drink and looked at em again. Arter which he ad another look at the dog.

I could see e was very valuable, he ses. I see that the moment I set eyes on im. Mind you dont get im stole.

He finished up is beer and went out; and he ad ardly gone afore Ginger took a piece o thick string out of is pocket and fastened it to the dogs collar.

Make yourself at ome, Ginger, ses Sam, very nasty.

Im going to, ses Ginger. That chap knows something about dogs, and, if we cant get a reward for im, praps we can sell im.

They ad another arf-pint each, and then, Ginger taking old of the string, they went out into the street.

Nine oclock, ses Peter. Its no good going ome yet, Ginger.

We can ave a glass or two on the way, ses Ginger; but I shant feel comfortable in my mind till weve got the dog safe ome. Praps the people wot ave lost it are looking for it now.

They ad another drink farther on, and a man in the bar took such a fancy to the dog that e offered Ginger five shillings for it and drinks round.

That shows ow valuable it is, ses Peter Russet when they got outside. Hold that string tight, Ginger. Wots the matter?

He wont come, ses Ginger, tugging at the string. Come on, old chap! Good dog! Come on!

He stood there pulling at the dog, wot was sitting down and being dragged along on its stummick. He didnt know its name, but e called it a few things that seemed to ease is mind, and then he anded over the string to Sam, wot ad been asking for it, and told im to see wot he could do.

We shall ave a crowd round us in a minute, ses Peter. Mind you dont bust a blood-vessel, Sam.

And be locked up for stealing it, praps, ses Ginger. Better let it go, Sam.

Wot, arter refusing five bob for it? ses Sam. Talk sense, Ginger, and give it a shove beind.

Ginger gave it a shove, but it was no good. There was three or four people coming along the road, and Sam made up is mind in an instant, and eld up his and to a cab that was passing.

It took the three of em to get the dog into the cab, and as soon as it was in the cabman told em to take it out agin. They argufied with im till their tongues ached, and at last, arter paying im four shillings and sixpence afore they started, he climbed up on the box and drove off.

The door was open when they got to their lodgings, but they ad to be careful because o the landlady. It took the three of em to pull and push that dog upstairs, and Ginger took a dislike to dogs that e never really got over. They got im in the bedroom at last, and, arter they ad given im a drink o water out o the wash-hand basin, Ginger and Peter started to find fault with Sam Small.

I know wot Im about, ses Sam; but, o course, if you dont want your share, say so. Wot?

Talk sense! ses Ginger. We paid our share o the cab, didnt we? And more fools us.

There wont be no share, ses Peter Russet; but if there is, were going toave it.

They undressed themselves and got into bed, and Ginger adnt been in his five minutes afore the dog started to get in with im. When Ginger pushed im off e seemed to think he was having a game with im, and, arter pretending to bite im in play, he took the end of the counterpane in is mouth and tried to drag it off.

Why dont you get to sleep, Ginger? ses Sam, who was just dropping off. Ave a game with im in the morning.

Ginger gave the dog a punch in the chest, and, arter saying a few o the things hed like to do to Sam Small, he cuddled down in is bed and they all went off to sleep. All but the dog, that is. He seemed uneasy in is mind, and if e woke em up once by standing on his ind-legs and putting his fore-paws on their chest to see if they was still alive, he did arf-a-dozen times.

He dropped off to sleep at last, scratching imself, but about three oclock in the morning Ginger woke up with a orrible start and sat up in bed shivering. Sam and Peter woke up, too, and, raising themselves in bed, looked at the dog, wot was sitting on its tail, with its ead back, moaning fit to break its art.

Wots the matter? ses old Sam, in a shaky voice. Stop it! Stop it, dye hear!

Praps its dying, ses Ginger, as the dog let off a owl like a steamer coming up the river. Stop it, you brute!

Hell wake the ouse up in a minute, ses Peter. Take im downstairs and kick im into the street, Sam.

Take im yourself, ses Sam. Hsh! Somebodys coming upstairs. Poor old doggie. Come along, then. Come along.

The dog left off his owling, and went over and licked im just as the landlady and one or two more came to the door and called out to know wot they meant by it.

Its all right, missis, ses Sam. Its ony pore Ginger. You keep quiet, he ses in a whisper, turning to Ginger.

Wots he making that row about? ses the landlady. He made my blood run cold.

Hes got a touch o toothache, ses Sam. Never mind, Ginger, e ses in a hurry, as the dog let off another owl; try and bear it.

Hes a coward, thats wot e is, ses the landlady, very fierce. Why, a child o five wouldnt make such a fuss.

Sounds more like a dog than a uman being, ses another voice. You come outside, Ginger, and Ill give you something to cry for.

They waited a minute or two, and then, everything being quiet, they went back to bed, while old Sam talked to Ginger about wot e called is presence o mind, and Ginger talked to im about wot hed do to im if e wasnt a fat old man with one foot in the grave.

They was all in a better temper when they woke up in the morning, and while Sam was washing they talked about wot they was to do with the dog.

We cant lead im about all day, ses Ginger; and if we let im off the string hell go off ome.

He dont know where his ome is, ses Sam, very severe; but he might run away, and then the pore thing might be starved or else ill-treated. I ave eard o boys tying tin cans to their tails.

Ive done it myself, ses Ginger, nodding. Consequently its our dooty to look arter im, ses Sam.

Ill go down to the front door, ses Peter, and when I whistle, bring him down.

Ginger stuck his ead out o the window, and by and by, when Peter whistled, him and Sam took the dog downstairs and out into the street.

So far so good, ses Sam; now, wot about brekfuss?

They ad their brekfuss in their usual coffeeshop, and the dog took bits from all of them. Unfortunately, e wasnt used to haddick bones, and arter two of the customers ad gorn out and two more ad complained to the landlord, they ad to leave their brekfusses and take im outside for a breath o fresh air.

Now, wot are we going to do? ses Ginger. Im beginning to be sick of the sight of im. Ave we got to lead im about all day on a bit o string?

Lets take im round the corner and lose im, ses Peter Russet.

You give me old o that string, ses Sam. If you dont want shares, thats all right. If Im going to look arter im Ill ave it all.

That made Ginger and Peter look at each other. Direckly Sam began to talk about money they began to think they might be losing something.

And wot about aving im in our bedroom and keeping us awake all night? ses Peter.

And putting it on to me with the toothache, ses Ginger. No; you can look arter im, Sam, while me and Peter goes off and enjoys ourselves; and if you get anything we go shares, mind.

All right, ses Sam, turning away with the dog.

And suppose Sam gets a reward or sells it, and then tells us that it ran away and e lost it? ses Peter.

O course; I never thought o that, ses Ginger. Youve got your ead on straight, Peter.

I see im smile, thats why, ses Peter Russet.

Youre a liar, ses Sam.

Well stick together, ses Ginger. Leastways, one of usll keep with you, Sam.

They settled it that way at last, and while Ginger went for a walk down round about where they ad found the dog, Sam Small and Peter waited for him in a little public-ouse down Limehouse way. Their idea was that there would be bills up, and when Ginger came back and said there wasnt, they ad a lot to say about people wot wasnt fit to ave dogs because they didnt love em.

They ad a miserable day. When the dog got sick o sitting in a pub e made such a noise they ad to take im out; and when e got tired o walking about he sat down on the pavement and they ad to drag im along to the nearest pub agin. At five oclock in the arternoon Ginger Dick was talking about two-pennorth o rat-poison.

Wot are we to do with im till twelve oclock to-night? ses Peter.

And spose we cant smuggle im into the ouse agin? ses Ginger. Or suppose he makes that noise agin in the night?

They ad a pint each to elp them to think wot was to be done. And, arter a lot o talking and quarrelling, they did wot a lot of other people ave done when they got into trouble: they came to me.

I ad ony been on dooty about arf an hour when the three of em turned up at the wharf with the dog, and, arter saying ow well I looked and that I seemed to get younger every time they saw me, they asked me to take charge of the dog for em.

Itll be company for you, ses old Sam. It must be very lonely ere of a night. Ive often thought of it.

And of a day-time you could take it ome and tie it up in your back-yard, ses Ginger.

I wouldnt ave anything to do with it at fust, but at last I gave way. They offered me fourpence a day for its keep, and, as I didnt want to run any risk, I made em give me a couple o bob to go on with.

They went off as though theyd left a load o care beind em, and arter tying the dog up to a crane I went on with my work. They adnt told me wot the game was, but, from one or two things theyd let drop, Id got a pretty good idea.

The dog owled a bit at fust, but he quieted down arter a bit. He was a nice-looking animal, but one dog is much the same as another to me, and if I ad one ten years I dont suppose I could pick it out from two or three others.

I took it off ome with me when I left at six oclock next morning, and tied it up in my yard. My missis ad words about it, o course  thats wot people get married for  but when she found it woke me up three times she quieted down and said wot a nice coat it ad got.

The three of em came round next evening to see it, and they was so afraid of its being lost that when they stood me a pint at the Bulls Head we ad to take it with us. Ginger was going to buy a sausage-roll for it, but, arter Sam ad pointed out that they was paying me fourpence a day for its keep, he didnt. And Sam ad the cheek to tell me that it liked a nice bit o fried steak as well as anything.

A lot o people admired that dog. I remember, on the fourth night I think it was, the barge Dauntless came alongside, and arter she was made fast the skipper came ashore and took a little notice of it.

Where did you get im? he ses.

I told im ow it was, and he stood there for some time patting the dog on the ead and whistling under is breath.

Its much the same size as my dog, he ses; thats a black retriever, too.

I ses Oh!

Im afraid I shall ave to get rid of it, he ses. Its on the barge now. My missis wont ave it in the ouse any more cos it bit the baby. And o course it was no good pinting out to er that it was its first bite. Even the law allows one bite, but its no good talking about the law to wimmen.

Except when its on their side, I ses.

He patted the dogs ead agin and whistled, and a big black dog came up out of the cabin and sprang ashore. It went up and put its nose to Sams dog, and they both growled like thunderstorms.

Might be brothers, ses the skipper, ony your dogs got a better eead and a better coat. Its a good dog.

Theyre all alike to me, I ses. I couldnt tell em apart, not if you paid me.

The skipper stood there a moment, and then he ses: I wish youd let me see ow my dog looks in your dogs collar, he ses.

Whaffor? I ses.

Ony fancy, he ses. Oh, Bill!

Yes, I ses.

It aint Christmas, he ses, taking my arm and walking up and down a bit, but it will be soon, and then I mightnt see you. Youve done me one or two good turns, and I should like to make you a Christmas-box of three arf-dollars.

I let im give em to me, and then, just to please im, I let im try the collar on is dog, while I swept up a bit.

It looked beautiful on im, he ses, when Id finished; but Ive put it back agin. Come on, Bruno. Good-night, Bill.

He got is dog on the barge agin arter a bit o trouble, and arter making sure that my dog ad got its own collar on I went on with my work.

The dog didnt seem to be quite imself next day, and he was so fierce in the yard that my missis was afraid to go near im. I was going to ask the skipper about it, as e seemed to know more about dogs than I did, but when I got to the wharf the barge had sailed.

It was just getting dark when there came a ring at the gate-bell, and afore I could answer it arf-a-dozen more, as fast as the bell could go. And when I opened the wicket Sam Small and Ginger and Peter Russet all tried to get in at once.

Wheres the dog? ses Sam.

Tied up, I ses. Wots the matter? Ave you all gorn mad?

They didnt answer me. They ran on to the jetty, and afore I could turn round amost they ad got the dog loose and was dragging it towards me, smiling all over their faces.

Reward, ses Ginger, as I caught old of im by the coat. Five pounds  landlord of a pub  at Bow  come on, Sam!

Why dont you keep your mouth shut, Ginger? ses Sam.

Five pounds! I ses. Five pounds! Hurrah!

Wot are you hurraying about? ses Sam, very short.

Why, I ses, I spose  Here, arf a moment!

Cant stop, ses Sam, going arter the others.

I watched em up the road, and then I locked the gate and walked up and down the wharf thinking wot a funny thing money is, and ow it alters peoples natures. And arter all, I thought that three arf-dollars earned honest was better than a reward for hiding another mans dog.

I finished tidying up, and at nine oclock I went into the office for a quiet smoke. I couldnt elp wondering ow them three ad got on, and just as I was thinking about it there came the worst ringing at the gate-bell I ave ever eard in my life, and the noise of heavy boots kicking the gate. It was so violent I ardly liked to go at fust, thinking it might be bad news, but I opened it at last, and in bust Sam Small, with Ginger and Peter.

For five minutes they all talked at once, with their nasty fists eld under my nose. I couldnt make lead or tail of it at fust, and then I found as ow they ad got the dog back with them, and that the landlord ad said e wasnt the one.

But e said as he thought the collar was his, ses Sam. Ow do you account for that?

Praps he made a mistake, I ses; or praps he thought youd turn the dog adrift and hed get it back for nothing. You know wot landlords are. Try im agin.
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You take im back to-morrow night, I ses. Its a nice walk to Bow. And then come back and beg my pardon. I want to ave a word with this policeman here. Goodnight.


THE WEAKER VESSEL

Mr. Gribble sat in his small front parlour in a state of angry amazement. It was half-past six and there was no Mrs. Gribble; worse still, there was no tea. It was a state of things that had only happened once before. That was three weeks after marriage, and on that occasion Mr. Gribble had put his foot down with a bang that had echoed down the corridors of thirty years.

The fire in the little kitchen was out, and the untidy remains of Mrs. Gribbles midday meal still disgraced the table. More and more dazed, the indignant husband could only come to the conclusion that she had gone out and been run over. Other things might possibly account for her behaviour; that was the only one that would excuse it.

His meditations were interrupted by the sound of a key in the front door, and a second later a small, anxious figure entered the room and, leaning against the table, strove to get its breath. The process was not helped by the alarming distension of Mr. Gribbles figure.

I  I got home  quick as I could  Henry, said Mrs. Gribble, panting.

Where is my tea? demanded her husband. What do you mean by it? The fires out and the kitchen is just as you left it.

I  Ive been to a lawyers, Henry, said Mrs. Gribble, and I had to wait.

Lawyers? repeated her husband.

I got a letter this afternoon telling me to call. Poor Uncle George, that went to America, is gone.

That is no excuse for neglecting me, said Mr. Gribble. Of course people die when they are old. Is that the one that got on and made money?

His wife, apparently struggling to repress a little excitement, nodded. He  hes left me two hundred pounds a year for life, Henry, she said, dabbing at her pale blue eyes with a handkerchief. Theyre going to pay it monthly; sixteen pounds thirteen shillings and fourpence a month. Thats how he left it.

Two hund began Mr. Gribble, forgetting himself. Two hun  Go and get my tea! If you think youre going to give yourself airs because your uncles left you money, you wont do it in my house.

He took a chair by the window, and, while his wife busied herself in the kitchen, sat gazing in blank delight at the little street. Two hundred a year! It was all he could do to resume his wonted expression as his wife re-entered the room and began to lay the table. His manner, however, when she let a cup and saucer slip from her trembling fingers to smash on the floor left nothing to be desired.

Its nice to have money come to us in our old age, said Mrs. Gribble, timidly, as they sat at tea. It takes a load off my mind.

Old age! said her husband, disagreeably. What dye mean by old age? Im fifty-two, and feel as young as ever I did.

You look as young as ever you did, said the docile Mrs. Gribble. I cant see no change in you. At least, not to speak of.

Not so much talk, said her husband. When I want your opinion of my looks Ill ask you for it. When do you start getting this money?

Tuesday week; first of May, replied his wife. The lawyers are going to send it by registered letter.

Mr. Gribble grunted.

I shall be sorry to leave the house for some things, said his wife, looking round. Weve been here a good many years now, Henry.

Leave the house! repeated Mr. Gribble, putting down his tea-cup and staring at her.

Leave the house! What are you talking about?

But we cant stay here, Henry, faltered Mrs. Gribble. Not with all that money. They are building some beautiful houses in Charlton Grove now  bathroom, tiled hearths, and beautiful stained glass in the front door; and all for twenty-eight pounds a year.

Wonderful! said the other, with a mocking glint in his eye.

And iron palings to the front garden, painted chocolate-colour picked out with blue, continued his wife, eyeing him wistfully.

Mr. Gribble struck the table a blow with his fist. This house is good enough for me, he roared; and whats good enough for me is good enough for you. You want to waste money on show; thats what you want. Stained glass and bow-windows! You want a bow-window to loll about in, do you? Shouldnt wonder if you dont want a servant-gal to do the work.

Mrs. Gribble flushed guiltily, and caught her breath.

Were going to live as weve always lived, pursued Mr. Gribble. Money aint going to spoil me. I aint going to put on no side just because Ive come in for a little bit. If you had your way we should end up in the workhouse.

He filled his pipe and smoked thoughtfully, while Mrs. Gribble cleared away the tea-things and washed up. Pictures, good to look upon, formed in the smoke-pictures of a hale, hearty man walking along the primrose path arm-in-arm with two hundred a year; of the mahogany and plush of the saloon bar at the Grafton Arms; of Sunday jaunts, and the Oval on summer afternoons.

He ate his breakfast slowly on the first of the month, and, the meal finished, took a seat in the window with his pipe and waited for the postman. Mrs. Gribbles timid reminders concerning the flight of time and consequent fines for lateness at work fell on deaf ears. He jumped up suddenly and met the postman at the door.

Has it come? inquired Mrs. Gribble, extending her hand.

By way of reply her husband tore open the envelope and, handing her the covering letter, counted the notes and coin and placed them slowly in his pockets. Then, as Mrs. Gribble looked at him, he looked at the clock, and, snatching up his hat, set off down the road.

He was late home that evening, and his manner forbade conversation. Mrs. Gribble, with the bereaved air of one who has sustained an irremediable loss, sighed fitfully, and once applied her handkerchief to her eyes.

Thats no good, said her husband at last; that wont bring him back.

Bring who back? inquired Mrs. Gribble, in genuine surprise.

Why, your Uncle George, said Mr. Gribble. Thats what youre turning on the water-cart for, aint it?

I wasnt thinking of him, said Mrs. Gribble, trying to speak bravely. I was thinking of  

Well, you ought to be, interrupted her husband. He wasnt my uncle, poor chap, but Ive been thinking of him, off and on, all day. That bloater-paste you are eating now came from his kindness. I brought it home as a treat.

I was thinking of my clothes, said Mrs. Gribble, clenching her hands together under the table. When I found I had come in for that money, the first thing I thought was that I should be able to have a decent dress. My old ones are quite worn out, and as for my hat and jacket

Go on, said her husband, fiercely. Go on. Thats just what I said: trust you with money, and we should be poorer than ever.

Im ashamed to be seen out, said Mrs. Gribble.

A womans place is the home, said Mr. Gribble; and so long as Im satisfied with your appearance nobody else matters. So long as I am pleased, thats everything. What do you want to go dressing yourself up for? Nothing looks worse than an over-dressed woman.

What are we going to do with all that money, then? inquired Mrs. Gribble, in trembling tones.

Thatll do, said Mr. Gribble, decidedly. Thatll do. One o these days youll go too far. You start throwing that money in my teeth and see what happens. Ive done my best for you all these years, and theres no reason to suppose I shant go on doing so. What did you say? What!

Mrs. Gribble turned to him a face rendered ghastly by terror. I  I said  it was my money, she stammered.

Mr. Gribble rose, and stood for a full minute regarding her. Then, kicking a chair out of his way, he took his hat from its peg in the passage and, with a bang of the street-door that sent a current of fresh, sweet air circulating through the house, strode off to the Grafton Arms.

It was past eleven when he returned, but even the spectacle of his wife laboriously darning her old dress failed to reduce his good-humour in the slightest degree. In a frivolous mood he even took a feather from the dismembered hat on the table and stuck it in his hair. He took the stump of a strong cigar from his lips and, exhaling a final cloud of smoke, tossed it into the fireplace.

Uncle George dead, he said, at last, shaking his head. Hadnt pleasure acquaintance, but good man. Good man.

He shook his head again and gazed mistily at his wife.

He was a teetotaller, she remarked, casually.

He was tee-toiler, repeated Mr. Gribble, regarding her equably. Good man. Uncle George dead-tee-toller.

Mrs. Gribble gathered up her work and began to put it away.

Bed-time, said Mr. Gribble, and led the way upstairs, singing.

His good-humour had evaporated by the morning, and, having made a light breakfast of five cups of tea, he went off, with lagging steps, to work. It was a beautiful spring morning, and the idea of a man with two hundred a year and a headache going off to a warehouse instead of a days outing seemed to border upon the absurd. What use was money without freedom? His toil was sweetened that day by the knowledge that he could drop it any time he liked and walk out, a free man, into the sunlight.

By the end of a week his mind was made up. Each day that passed made his hurried uprising and scrambled breakfast more and more irksome; and on Monday morning, with hands in trouser-pockets and legs stretched out, he leaned back in his chair and received his wifes alarming intimations as to the flight of time with a superior and sphinx-like smile.

Its too fine to go to work to-day, he said, lazily. Come to that, any day is too fine to waste at work.

Mrs. Gribble sat gasping at him.

So on Saturday I gave em a weeks notice, continued her husband, and after Potts and Co. had listened while I told em what I thought of em, they said theyd do without the weeks notice.

Youve never given up your job? said Mrs. Gribble.

I spoke to old Potts as one gentleman of independent means to another, said Mr. Gribble, smiling. Thirty-five bob a week after twenty years service! And he had the cheek to tell me I wasnt worth that. When I told him what he was worth he talked about sending for the police. What are you looking like that for? Ive worked hard for you for thirty years, and Ive had enough of it. Now its your turn.

Youd find it hard to get another place at your age, said his wife; especially if they wouldnt give you a good character.

Place! said the other, staring. Place! I tell you Ive done with work. For a man o my means to go on working for thirty-five bob a week is ridiculous.

But suppose anything happened to me, said his wife, in a troubled voice.

Thats not very likely, said Mr. Gribble.

Youre tough enough. And if it did your money would come to me.

Mrs. Gribble shook her head.

WHAT? roared her husband, jumping up.

Ive only got it for life, Henry, as I told you, said Mrs. Gribble, in alarm. I thought you knew it would stop when I died.

And whats to become of me if anything happens to you, then? demanded the dismayed Mr. Gribble. What am I to do?

Mrs. Gribble put her handkerchief to her eyes.

And dont start weakening your constitution by crying, shouted the incensed husband.

What are you mumbling?

I sa  sa  said, lets hope  youll go first, sobbed his wife. Then it will be all right.

Mr. Gribble opened his mouth, and then, realizing the inadequacy of the English language for moments of stress, closed it again. He broke his silence at last in favour of Uncle George.

Mind you, he said, concluding a peroration which his wife listened to with her fingers in her ears mind you, I reckon Ive been absolutely done by you and your precious Uncle George. Ive given up a good situation, and now, any time you fancy to go off the hooks, Im to be turned into the street.

Ill try and live, for your sake, Henry, said his wife.

Think of my worry every time you are ill, pursued the indignant Mr. Gribble.

Mrs. Gribble sighed, and her husband, after a few further remarks concerning Uncle George, his past and his future, announced his intention of going to the lawyers and seeing whether anything could be done. He came back in a state of voiceless gloom, and spent the rest of a beautiful day indoors, smoking a pipe which had lost much of its flavour, and regarding with a critical and anxious eye the small, weedy figure of his wife as she went about her work.

The second months payment went into his pocket as a matter of course, but on this occasion Mrs. Gribble made no requests for new clothes or change of residence. A little nervous cough was her sole comment.

Got a cold? inquired her husband, starting.

I dont think so, replied his wife, and, surprised and touched at this unusual display of interest, coughed again.

Is it your throat or your chest? he inquired, gruffly.

Mrs. Gribble coughed again to see. After five coughs she said she thought it was her chest.

Youd better not go out o doors to-day, then, said Mr. Gribble. Dont stand about in draughts; and Ill fetch you in a bottle of cough mixture when I go out. What about a lay-down on the sofa?

His wife thanked him, and, reaching the sofa, watched with half-closed eyes as he cleared the breakfast-table. It was the first time he had done such a thing in his life, and a little honest pride in the possession of such a cough would not be denied. Dim possibilities of its vast usefulness suddenly occurred to her.

She took the cough mixture for a week, by which time other symptoms, extremely disquieting to an ease-loving man, had manifested themselves. Going upstairs deprived her of breath; carrying a loaded tea-tray produced a long and alarming stitch in the side. The last time she ever filled the coal-scuttle she was discovered sitting beside it on the floor in a state of collapse.

Youd better go and see the doctor, said Mr. Gribble.

Mrs. Gribble went. Years before the doctor had told her that she ought to take life easier, and she was now able to tell him she was prepared to take his advice.

And, you see, I must take care of myself now for the sake of my husband, she said, after she had explained matters.

I understand, said the doctor.

If anything happened to me began the patient.

Nothing shall happen, said the other. Stay in bed to-morrow morning, and Ill come round and overhaul you.

Mrs. Gribble hesitated. You might examine me and think I was all right, she objected; and at the same time you wouldnt know how I feel.

I know just how you feel, was the reply. Good-bye.

He came round the following morning and, following the dejected Mr. Gribble upstairs, made a long and thorough investigation of his patient.

Say ninety-nine, he said, adjusting his stethoscope.

Mrs. Gribble ticked off ninety-nines until her husbands ears ached with them. The doctor finished at last, and, fastening his bag, stood with his beard in his hand, pondering. He looked from the little, whitefaced woman on the bed to the bulky figure of Mr. Gribble.

You had better lie up for a week, he said, decidedly. The rest will do you good.

Nothing serious, I spose? said Mr. Gribble, as he led the way downstairs to the small parlour.

She ought to be all right with care, was the reply.

Care? repeated the other, distastefully. Whats the matter with her?

Shes not very strong, said the doctor; and hearts dont improve with age, you know. Under favourable conditions shes good for some years yet. The great thing is never to thwart her. Let her have her own way in everything.

Own way in everything? repeated the dumbfounded Mr. Gribble.

The doctor nodded. Never let her worry about anything, he continued; and, above all, never find fault with her.

Not, said Mr. Gribble, thickly not even for her own good?

Unless you want to run the risk of losing her.

Mr. Gribble shivered.

Let her have an easy time, said the doctor, taking up his hat. Pamper her a bit if you like; it wont hurt her. Above all, dont let that heart of hers get excited.

He shook hands with the petrified Mr. Gribble and went off, grinning wickedly. He had few favourites, and Mr. Gribble was not one of them.

For two days the devoted husband did the housework and waited on the invalid. Then he wearied, and, at his wifes suggestion, a small girl was engaged as servant. She did most of the nursing as well, and, having a great love for the sensational, took a grave view of her mistresss condition.

It was a relief to Mr. Gribble when his wife came downstairs again, and he was cheered to see that she looked much better. His satisfaction was so marked that it brought on her cough again.

Its this house, I think, she said, with a resigned smile. It never did agree with me.

Well, youve lived in it a good many years, said her husband, controlling himself with difficulty.

Its rather dark and small, said Mrs. Gribble. Not but what it is good enough for me. And I dare say it will last my time.

Nonsense! said her husband, gruffly. You want to get out a bit more. Youve got nothing to do now we are wasting all this money on a servant. Why dont you go out for little walks?

Mrs. Gribble went, after several promptings, and the fruit of one of them was handed by the postman to Mr. Gribble a few days afterwards. Half-choking with wrath and astonishment, he stood over his trembling wife with the first drapers bill he had ever received.

One pound two shillings and threepence three-farthings! he recited. It must be a mistake. It must be for somebody else.

Mrs. Gribble, with her hand to her heart, tottered to the sofa and lay there with her eyes closed.

I had to get some dress material, she said, in a quavering voice. You want me to go out, and Im so shabby Im ashamed to be seen.

Mr. Gribble made muffled noises in his throat; then, afraid to trust himself, he went into the back-yard and, taking a seat on an upturned bucket, sat with his head in his hands peering into the future.

The dressmakers bill and a bill for a new hat came after the next monthly payment; and a bill for shoes came a week later. Hoping much from the well-known curative effects of fine feathers, he managed to treat the affair with dignified silence. The only time he allowed full play to his feelings Mrs. Gribble took to her bed for two days, and the doctor had a heart-to-heart talk with him on the doorstep.

It was a matter of great annoyance to him that his wife still continued to attribute her ill-health to the smallness and darkness of the house; and the fact that there were only two of the houses in Charlton Grove left caused a marked depression of spirits. It was clear that she was fretting. The small servant went further, and said that she was fading away.

They moved at the September quarter, and a slight, but temporary, improvement in Mrs. Gribbles health took place. Her cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkled over new curtains and new linoleum. The tiled hearths, and stained glass in the front door filled her with a deep and solemn thankfulness. The only thing that disturbed her was the fact that Mr. Gribble, to avoid wasting money over necessaries, contrived to spend an unduly large portion on personal luxuries.

We ought to have some new things for the kitchen, she said one day.

No money, said Mr. Gribble, laconically.

And a mat for the bathroom.

Mr. Gribble got up and went out.

She had to go to him for everything. Two hundred a year and not a penny she could call her own! She consulted her heart, and that faithful organ responded with a bound that set her nerves quivering. If she could only screw her courage to the sticking-point the question would be settled for once and all.

White and trembling she sat at breakfast on the first of November, waiting for the postman, while the unconscious Mr. Gribble went on with his meal. The double-knocks down the road came nearer and nearer, and Mr. Gribble, wiping his mouth, sat upright with an air of alert and pleased interest. Rapid steps came to the front door, and a double bang followed.

Always punctual, said Mr. Gribble, good-humouredly.

His wife made no reply, but, taking a blue-crossed envelope from the maid in her shaking fingers, looked round for a knife. Her gaze encountered Mr. Gribbles outstretched hand.

After you, he said sharply.

Mrs. Gribble found the knife, and, hacking tremulously at the envelope, peeped inside it and, with her gaze fastened on the window, fumbled for her pocket. She was so pale and shook so much that the words died away on her husbands lips.
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It is  all right, gasped his wife.

She put her hand to her throat and, hardly able to believe in her victory, sat struggling for breath. Before her, grim and upright, her husband sat, a figure of helpless smouldering wrath.

You might lose it, he said, at last. I shant lose it, said his wife.

To avoid further argument, she arose and went slowly upstairs. Through the doorway Mr. Gribble saw her helping herself up by the banisters, her left hand still at her throat. Then he heard her moving slowly about in the bedroom overhead.

He took out his pipe and filled it mechanically, and was just holding a match to the tobacco when he paused and gazed with a puzzled air at the ceiling. Blamed if it dont sound like somebody dancing! he growled.


STEPPING BACKWARDS

Wonderful improvement, said Mr. Jack Mills. Show em to me again.

Mr. Simpson took his pipe from his mouth and, parting his lips, revealed his new teeth.

And you talk better, said Mr. Mills, taking his glass from the counter and emptying it; you aint got that silly lisp you used to have. What does your missis think of em?

She hasnt seen em yet, said the other. I had em put in at dinner-time. I ate my dinner with em.

Mr. Mills expressed his admiration. If it wasnt for your white hair and whiskers youd look thirty again, he said, slowly. How old are you?

Fifty-three, said his friend. If it wasnt for being laughed at Ive often thought of having my whiskers shaved off and my hair dyed black. People think Im sixty.

Or seventy, continued Mr. Mills. What does it matter, people laughing? Youve got a splendid head of air, and it would dye beautiful.

Mr. Simpson shook his head and, ordering a couple of glasses of bitter, attacked his in silence.

It might be done gradual, he said, after a long interval. It dont do anybody good at the warehouse to look old.

Make a clean job of it, counselled Mr. Mills, who was very fond of a little cheap excitement. Get it over and done with. Youve got good features, and youd look splendid clean-shaved. Mr. Simpson smiled faintly. Only on Wednesday the barmaid here was asking after you, pursued Mr. Mills. Mr. Simpson smiled again. She says to me, Wheres Granpa? she says, and when I says, haughty like, Who do you mean? she says, Father Christmas! If you was to tell her that you are only fifty-three, shed laugh in your face.

Let her laugh, said the other, sourly.

Come out and get it off, said Mr. Mills, earnestly. Theres a barbers in Bird Street; you could go in the little back room, where he charges a penny more, and get it done without anybody being a bit the wiser.

He put his hand on Mr. Simpsons shoulder, and that gentleman, with a glare in the direction of the fair but unconscious offender, rose in a hypnotized fashion and followed him out. Twice on the way to Bird Street Mr. Simpson paused and said he had altered his mind, and twice did the propulsion of Mr. Millss right hand, and his flattering argument, make him alter it again.

It was a matter of relief to Mr. Simpson that the barber took his instructions without any show of surprise. It appeared, indeed, that an elderly man of seventy-eight had enlisted his services for a similar purpose not two months before, and had got married six weeks afterwards. Age of the bride given as twenty-four, but said to have looked older.

A snip of the scissors, and six inches of white beard fell to the floor. For the first time in thirty years Mr. Simpson felt a razor on his face. Then his hair was cut and shampooed; and an hour later he sat gazing at a dark-haired, clean-shaven man in the glass who gazed back at him with wondering eyes  a lean-jawed, good-looking man, who, in a favourable light, might pass for forty. He turned and met the admiring eyes of Mr. Mills.

What did I tell you? inquired the latter. You look young enough to be your own son.

Or grandson, said the barber, with professional pride.

Mr. Simpson got up slowly from the chair and, accompanied by the admiring Mr. Mills, passed out into the street. The evening was young, and, at his friends suggestion, they returned to the Plume of Feathers.

You give the order, said Mr. Mills, and see whether she recognizes you.

Mr. Simpson obeyed.

Dont you know him? inquired Mr. Mills, as the barmaid turned away.

I dont think I have that pleasure, said the girl, simpering.

Granpas eldest boy, said Mr. Mills.

Oh! said the girl. Well, I hope hes a better man than his father, then?

What do you mean by that? demanded Mr. Simpson, painfully conscious of his friends regards.

Nothing, said the girl, nothing. Only we can all be better, cant we? Hes a nice old gentleman; so simple.

Dont know you from Adam, said Mr. Mills, as she turned away. Now, if you ask me, I dont believe as your own missis will recognize you.

Rubbish, said Mr. Simpson. My wife would know me anywhere. Weve been married over thirty years. Thirty years of sunshine and shadow together. Youre a single man, and dont understand these things.

Praps youre right, said his friend. But itll be a bit of a shock to her, anyway. What do you say to me stepping round and breaking the news to her? Its a bit sudden, you know. Shes expecting a white-haired old gentleman, not a black-haired boy.

Mr. Simpson looked a bit uneasy. Praps I ought to have told her first, he murmured, craning his neck to look in the glass at the back of the bar.

Ill go and put it right for you, said his friend. You stay here and smoke your pipe.

He stepped out briskly, but his pace slackened as he drew near the house.

I  I  came  to see you about your husband, he faltered, as Mrs. Simpson opened the door and stood regarding him.

Whats the matter? she exclaimed, with a faint cry. Whats happened to him?

Nothing, said Mr. Mills, hastily. Nothing serious, that is. I just came round to warn you so that you will be able to know its him.

Mrs. Simpson let off a shriek that set his ears tingling. Then, steadying herself by the wall, she tottered into the front room, followed by the discomfited Mr. Mills, and sank into a chair.

Hes dead! she sobbed. Hes dead!

He is not, said Mr. Mills.

Is he much hurt? Is he dying? gasped Mrs. Simpson.

Only his hair, said Mr. Mills, clutching at the opening. He is not hurt at all.

Mrs. Simpson dabbed at her eyes-and sat regarding him in bewilderment. Her twin chins were still quivering with emotion, but her eyes were beginning to harden. What are you talking about? she inquired, in a raspy voice.

Hes been to a hairdressers, said Mr. Mills. Hes ad all his white whiskers cut off, and his hair cut short and dyed black. And, what with that and his new teeth, I thought  he thought  praps you mightnt know him when he came home.

Dyed? cried Mrs. Simpson, starting to her feet.

Mr. Mills nodded. He looks twenty years younger, he said, with a smile. Hed pass for his own son anywhere.

Mrs. Simpsons eyes snapped. Perhaps hed pass for my son, she remarked.

Yes, easy, said the tactful Mr. Mills. You cant think what a difference its made to him. Thats why I came to see you  so you shouldnt be startled.

Thank you, said Mrs. Simpson. Im much obliged. But you might have spared yourself the trouble. I should know my husband anywhere.

Ah, thats what you think, retorted Mr. Mills, with a smile; but the barmaid at the Plume didnt. Thats what made me come to you.

Mrs. Simpson gazed at him.

I says to myself, continued Mr. Mills, If she dont know him, Im certain his missis wont, and Id better  

Youd better go, interrupted his hostess.

Mr. Mills started, and then, with much dignity, stalked after her to the door.

As to your story, I dont believe a word of it, said Mrs. Simpson. Whatever else my husband is, he isnt a fool, and hed no more think of cutting off his whiskers and dyeing his hair than you would of telling the truth.

Seeing is believing, said the offended Mr. Mills, darkly.

Ill wait till I do see, and then I shant believe, was the reply. It is a put-up job between you and some other precious idiot, I expect. But you cant deceive me. If your black-haired friend comes here, hell get it, I can tell you.

She slammed the door on his protests and, returning to the parlour, gazed fiercely into the glass on the mantelpiece. It reflected sixteen stone of honest English womanhood, a thin wisp of yellowish-grey hair, and a pair of faded eyes peering through clumsy spectacles.

Son, indeed! she said, her lips quivering. You wait till you come home, my lord!

Mr. Simpson, with some forebodings, returned home an hour later. To a man who loved peace and quietness the report of the indignant Mr. Mills was not of a reassuring nature. He hesitated on the doorstep for a few seconds while he fumbled for his key, and then, humming unconcernedly, hung his hat in the passage and walked into the parlour.

The astonished scream of his wife warned him that Mr. Mills had by no means exaggerated. She rose from her seat and, crouching by the fireplace, regarded him with a mixture of anger and dismay.

It  its all right, Milly, said Mr. Simpson, with a smile that revealed a dazzling set of teeth.

Who are you? demanded Mrs. Simpson. How dare you call me by my Christian name. Its a good job for you my husband is not here.

He wouldnt hurt me, said Mr. Simpson, with an attempt at facetiousness. Hes the best friend I ever had. Why, we slept in the same cradle.

I dont want any of your nonsense, said Mrs. Simpson. You get out of my house before I send for the police. How dare you come into a respectable womans house in this fashion? Be off with you.

Now, look here, Milly   began Mr. Simpson.

His wife drew herself up to her full height of four feet eleven.

Ive had a hair-cut and a shave, pursued her husband; also Ive had my hair restored to its natural colour. But Im the same man, and you know it.

I know nothing of the kind, said his wife, doggedly. I dont know you from Adam. Ive never seen you before, and I dont want to see you again. You go away.

Im your husband, and my place is at home, replied Mr. Simpson. A man can have a shave if he likes, cant he? Wheres my supper?

Go on, said his wife. Keep it up. But be careful my husband dont come in and catch you, thats all.

Mr. Simpson gazed at her fixedly, and then, with an impatient exclamation, walked into the small kitchen and began to set the supper. A joint of cold beef, a jar of pickles, bread, butter, and cheese made an appetizing display. Then he took a jug from the dresser and descended to the cellar.

A musical trickling fell on the ear of Mrs. Simpson as she stood at the parlour door, and drew her stealthily to the cellar. The key was in the lock, and, with a sudden movement, she closed the door and locked it. A sharp cry from Mr. Simpson testified to his discomfiture.

Now Im off for the police, cried his wife.

Dont be a fool, shouted Mr. Simpson, tugging wildly at the door-handle. Open the door.

Mrs. Simpson remained silent, and her husband resumed his efforts until the door-knob, unused to such treatment, came off in his hand. A sudden scrambling noise on the cellar stairs satisfied the listener that he had not pulled it off intentionally.

She stood for a few moments, considering. It was a stout door and opened inwards. She took her bonnet from its nail in the kitchen and, walking softly to the street-door, set off to lay the case before a brother who lived a few doors away.

Poor old Bill, said Mr. Cooper, when she had finished. Still, it might be worse; hes got the barrel o beer with him.

Its not Bill, said Mrs. Simpson.

Mr. Cooper scratched his whiskers and looked at his wife.

She ought to know, said the latter. Well come and have a look at him, said Mr. Cooper.

Mrs. Simpson pondered, and eyed him dubiously.

Come in and have a bit of supper, she said at last. Theres a nice piece of beef and pickles.

And Bill  I mean the stranger  sitting on the beer-barrel, said Mr. Cooper, gloomily.

You can bring your beer with you, said his sister, sharply. Come along.

Mr. Cooper grinned, and, placing a couple of bottles in his coat pockets, followed the two ladies to the house. Seated at the kitchen table, he grinned again, as a persistent drumming took place on the cellar door. His wife smiled, and a faint, sour attempt in the same direction appeared on the face of Mrs. Simpson.

Open the door! bellowed an indignant voice. Open the door!

Mrs. Simpson, commanding silence with an uplifted finger, proceeded to carve the beef. A rattle of knives and forks succeeded.

O-pen-the-door! said the voice again.

Not so much noise, commanded Mr. Cooper. I cant hear myself eat.

Bob! said the voice, in relieved accents, Bob! Come and let me out.

Mr. Cooper, putting a huge hand over his mouth, struggled nobly with his feelings.

Who are you calling Bob? he demanded, in an unsteady voice. You keep yourself to yourself. Ive heard all about you. Youve got to stay there till my brother-in-law comes home.

Its me, Bob, said Mr. Simpson Bill.

Yes, I dare say, said Mr. Cooper; but if youre Bill, why havent you got Bills voice?

Let me out and look at me, said Mr. Simpson.

There was a faint scream from both ladies, followed by protests.

Dont be alarmed, said Mr. Cooper, reassuringly. I wasnt born yesterday. I dont want to get a crack over the head.

Its all a mistake, Bob, said the prisoner, appealingly. I just had a shave and a haircut and  and a little hair-dye. If you open the door youll know me at once.

How would it be, said Mr. Cooper, turning to his sister, and speaking with unusual distinctness how would it be if you opened the door, and just as he put his head out I hit it a crack with the poker?

You try it on, said the voice behind the door, hotly. You know who I am well enough, Bob Cooper. I dont want any more of your nonsense. Milly has put you up to this!

If your wife dont know you, how do you think I can? said Mr. Cooper. Now, look here; you keep quiet till my brother-in-law comes home. If he dont come home perhaps we shall be more likely to think youre him. If hes not home by to-morrow morning we  Hsh! Hsh! Dont you know theres ladies present?

That settles it, said Mrs. Cooper, speaking for the first time. My brother-in-law would never talk like that.

I should never forgive him if he did, said her husband, piously.

He poured himself out another glass of beer and resumed his supper with relish. Conversation turned on the weather, and from that to the price of potatoes. Frantic efforts on the part of the prisoner to join in the conversation and give it a more personal turn were disregarded. Finally he began to kick with monotonous persistency on the door.

Stop it! shouted Mr. Cooper.

I wont, said Mr. Simpson.

The noise became unendurable. Mr. Cooper, who had just lit his pipe, laid it on the table and looked round at his companions.

Hell have the door down soon, he said, rising. Halloa, there!

Halloa! said the other.

You say youre Bill Simpson, said Mr. Cooper, holding up a forefinger at Mrs. Simpson, who was about to interrupt. If you are, tell us something you know that only you could know; something we know, so as to identify you. Things about your past.

A strange noise sounded behind the door.

Sounds as though he is smacking his lips, said Mrs. Cooper to her sister-in-law, who was eyeing Mr. Cooper restlessly.

Very good, said Mr. Simpson; I agree. Who is there?

Me and my wife and Mrs. Simpson, said Mr. Cooper.

He is smacking his lips, whispered Mrs. Cooper. Having a go at the beer, perhaps.

Lets go back fifteen years, said Mr. Simpson in meditative tones. Do you remember that girl with copper-coloured hair that used to live in John Street?

No! said Mr. Cooper, loudly and suddenly.

Do you remember coming to me one day  two days after Valentine Day, it was  white as chalk and shaking like a leaf, and

NO! roared Mr. Cooper.

Very well, I must try something else, then, said Mr. Simpson, philosophically. Carry your mind back ten years, Bob Cooper

Look here! said Mr. Cooper, turning round with a ghastly smile. Wed better get off home, Mary. I dont like interfering in other peoples concerns. Never did.

You stay where you are, said his wife.

Ten years, repeated the voice behind the door. There was a new barmaid at the Crown, and one night you  

If I listen to any more of this nonsense I shall burst, remarked Mr. Cooper, plaintively.

Go on, prompted Mrs. Cooper, grimly. One night  

Never mind, said Mr. Simpson. It doesnt matter. But does he identify me? Because if not Ive got a lot more things I can try.

The harassed Mr. Cooper looked around appealingly.

How do you expect me to recognize you he began, and stopped suddenly.

Go back to your courting days, then, said Mr. Simpson, when Mrs. Cooper wasnt Mrs. Cooper, but only wanted to be.

Mrs. Cooper shivered; so did Mr. Cooper.

And you came round to me for advice, pursued Mr. Simpson, in reminiscent accents, because there was another girl you wasnt sure of, and you didnt want to lose them both. Do you remember sitting with the two photographs  one on each knee  and trying to make up your mind?

Wonderful imagination, said Mr. Cooper, smiling in a ghastly fashion at his wife. Hark at him!

I am harking, said Mrs. Cooper.

Am I Bill Simpson or am I not? demanded Mr. Simpson.

Bill was always fond of his joke, said Mr. Cooper, with a glance at the company that would have moved an oyster. He was always fond of making up things. Youre like him in that. What do you think, Milly?

Its not my husband, said Mrs. Simpson.

Tell us something about her, said Mr. Cooper, hastily.

I darent, said Mr. Simpson. Doesnt that prove Im her husband? But Ill tell you things about your wife, if you like.

You dare! said Mrs. Cooper, turning crimson, as she realized what confidences might have passed between husband and wife. If you say a word of your lies about me, I dont know what I wont do to you.

Very well, I must go on about Bob, then  till he recognizes me, said Mr. Simpson, patiently. Carry your mind

Open the door and let him out, shouted Mr. Cooper, turning to his sister. How can I recognize a man through a deal door?

Mrs. Simpson, after a little hesitation, handed him the key, and the next moment her husband stepped out and stood blinking in the gas-light.

Do you recognize me? he asked, turning to Mr. Cooper.

I do, said that gentleman, with a ferocious growl.

Id know you anywhere, said Mrs. Cooper, with emphasis.

And you? said Mr. Simpson, turning to his wife.

Youre not my husband, she said, obstinately.

Are you sure? inquired Mr. Cooper.

Certain.

Very good, then, said her brother. If hes not your husband Im going to knock his head off for telling them lies about me.

He sprang forward and, catching Mr. Simpson by the collar, shook him violently until his head banged against the dresser. The next moment the hands of Mrs. Simpson were in the hair of Mr. Cooper.

How dare you knock my husband about! she screamed, as Mr. Cooper let go and caught her fingers. Youve hurt him.

Concussion, I think, said Mr. Simpson, with great presence of mind.

His wife helped him to a chair and, wetting her handkerchief at the tap, tenderly bathed the dyed head. Mr. Cooper, breathing hard, stood by watching until his wife touched him on the arm.

You come off home, she said, in a hard voice. You aint wanted. Are you going to stay here all night?

I should like to, said Mr. Cooper, wistfully.


THE THREE SISTERS

Thirty years ago on a wet autumn evening the household of Malletts Lodge was gathered round the death-bed of Ursula Mallow, the eldest of the three sisters who inhabited it. The dingy moth-eaten curtains of the old wooden bedstead were drawn apart, the light of a smoking oil-lamp falling upon the hopeless countenance of the dying woman as she turned her dull eyes upon her sisters. The room was in silence except for an occasional sob from the youngest sister, Eunice. Outside the rain fell steadily over the steaming marshes.

Nothing is to be changed, Tabitha, gasped Ursula to the other sister, who bore a striking likeness to her although her expression was harder and colder; this room is to be locked up and never opened.

Very well, said Tabitha brusquely, though I dont see how it can matter to you then.

It does matter, said her sister with startling energy. How do you know, how do I know that I may not sometimes visit it? I have lived in this house so long I am certain that I shall see it again. I will come back. Come back to watch over you both and see that no harm befalls you.

You are talking wildly, said Tabitha, by no means moved at her sisters solicitude for her welfare. Your mind is wandering; you know that I have no faith in such things.

Ursula sighed, and beckoning to Eunice, who was weeping silently at the bedside, placed her feeble arms around her neck and kissed her.

Do not weep, dear, she said feebly. Perhaps it is best so. A lonely womans life is scarce worth living. We have no hopes, no aspirations; other women have had happy husbands and children, but we in this forgotten place have grown old together. I go first, but you must soon follow.

Tabitha, comfortably conscious of only forty years and an iron frame, shrugged her shoulders and smiled grimly.

I go first, repeated Ursula in a new and strange voice as her heavy eyes slowly closed, but I will come for each of you in turn, when your lease of life runs out. At that moment I will be with you to lead your steps whither I now go.

As she spoke the flickering lamp went out suddenly as though extinguished by a rapid hand, and the room was left in utter darkness. A strange suffocating noise issued from the bed, and when the trembling women had relighted the lamp, all that was left of Ursula Mallow was ready for the grave.

That night the survivors passed together. The dead woman had been a firm believer in the existence of that shadowy borderland which is said to form an unhallowed link between the living and the dead, and even the stolid Tabitha, slightly unnerved by the events of the night, was not free from certain apprehensions that she might have been right.

With the bright morning their fears disappeared. The sun stole in at the window, and seeing the poor earth-worn face on the pillow so touched it and glorified it that only its goodness and weakness were seen, and the beholders came to wonder how they could ever have felt any dread of aught so calm and peaceful. A day or two passed, and the body was transferred to a massive coffin long regarded as the finest piece of work of its kind ever turned out of the village carpenters workshop. Then a slow and melancholy cortege headed by four bearers wound its solemn way across the marshes to the family vault in the grey old church, and all that was left of Ursula was placed by the father and mother who had taken that self-same journey some thirty years before.

To Eunice as they toiled slowly home the day seemed strange and Sabbath-like, the flat prospect of marsh wilder and more forlorn than usual, the roar of the sea more depressing. Tabitha had no such fancies. The bulk of the dead womans property had been left to Eunice, and her avaricious soul was sorely troubled and her proper sisterly feelings of regret for the deceased sadly interfered with in consequence.

What are you going to do with all that money, Eunice? she asked as they sat at their quiet tea.

I shall leave it as it stands, said Eunice slowly. We have both got sufficient to live upon, and I shall devote the income from it to supporting some beds in a childrens hospital.

If Ursula had wished it to go to a hospital, said Tabitha in her deep tones, she would have left the money to it herself. I wonder you do not respect her wishes more.

What else can I do with it then? inquired Eunice.

Save it, said the other with gleaming eyes, save it.

Eunice shook her head.

No, said she, it shall go to the sick children, but the principal I will not touch, and if I die before you it shall become yours and you can do what you like with it.

Very well, said Tabitha, smothering her anger by a strong effort; I dont believe that was what Ursula meant you to do with it, and I dont believe she will rest quietly in the grave while you squander the money she stored so carefully.

What do you mean? asked Eunice with pale lips. You are trying to frighten me; I thought that you did not believe in such things.

Tabitha made no answer, and to avoid the anxious inquiring gaze of her sister, drew her chair to the fire, and folding her gaunt arms, composed herself for a nap.

For some time life went on quietly in the old house. The room of the dead woman, in accordance with her last desire, was kept firmly locked, its dirty windows forming a strange contrast to the prim cleanliness of the others. Tabitha, never very talkative, became more taciturn than ever, and stalked about the house and the neglected garden like an unquiet spirit, her brow roughened into the deep wrinkles suggestive of much thought. As the winter came on, bringing with it the long dark evenings, the old house became more lonely than ever, and an air of mystery and dread seemed to hang over it and brood in its empty rooms and dark corridors. The deep silence of night was broken by strange noises for which neither the wind nor the rats could be held accountable. Old Martha, seated in her distant kitchen, heard strange sounds upon the stairs, and once, upon hurrying to them, fancied that she saw a dark figure squatting upon the landing, though a subsequent search with candle and spectacles failed to discover anything. Eunice was disturbed by several vague incidents, and, as she suffered from a complaint of the heart, rendered very ill by them. Even Tabitha admitted a strangeness about the house, but, confident in her piety and virtue, took no heed of it, her mind being fully employed in another direction.

Since the death of her sister all restraint upon her was removed, and she yielded herself up entirely to the stern and hard rules enforced by avarice upon its devotees. Her housekeeping expenses were kept rigidly separate from those of Eunice and her food limited to the coarsest dishes, while in the matter of clothes, the old servant was by far the better dressed. Seated alone in her bedroom this uncouth, hard-featured creature revelled in her possessions, grudging even the expense of the candle-end which enabled her to behold them. So completely did this passion change her that both Eunice and Martha became afraid of her, and lay awake in their beds night after night trembling at the chinking of the coins at her unholy vigils.

One day Eunice ventured to remonstrate. Why dont you bank your money, Tabitha? she said; it is surely not safe to keep such large sums in such a lonely house.

Large sums! repeated the exasperated Tabitha, large sums! what nonsense is this? You know well that I have barely sufficient to keep me.

Its a great temptation to housebreakers, said her sister, not pressing the point. I made sure last night that I heard somebody in the house.

Did you? said Tabitha, grasping her arm, a horrible look on her face. So did I. I thought they went to Ursulas room, and I got out of bed and went on the stairs to listen.

Well? said Eunice faintly, fascinated by the look on her sisters face.

There was something there, said Tabitha slowly. Ill swear it, for I stood on the landing by her door and listened; something scuffling on the floor round and round the room. At first I thought it was the cat, but when I went up there this morning the door was still locked, and the cat was in the kitchen.

Oh, let us leave this dreadful house, moaned Eunice.

What! said her sister grimly; afraid of poor Ursula? Why should you be? Your own sister who nursed you when you were a babe, and who perhaps even now comes and watches over your slumbers.

Oh! said Eunice, pressing her hand to her side, if I saw her I should die. I should think that she had come for me as she said she would. O God! have mercy on me, I am dying.

She reeled as she spoke, and before Tabitha could save her, sank senseless to the floor.

Get some water, cried Tabitha, as old Martha came hurrying up the stairs, Eunice has fainted.

The old woman, with a timid glance at her, retired, reappearing shortly afterwards with the water, with which she proceeded to restore her much-loved mistress to her senses. Tabitha, as soon as this was accomplished, stalked off to her room, leaving her sister and Martha sitting drearily enough in the small parlour, watching the fire and conversing in whispers.

It was clear to the old servant that this state of things could not last much longer, and she repeatedly urged her mistress to leave a house so lonely and so mysterious. To her great delight Eunice at length consented, despite the fierce opposition of her sister, and at the mere idea of leaving gained greatly in health and spirits. A small but comfortable house was hired in Morville, and arrangements made for a speedy change.

It was the last night in the old house, and all the wild spirits of the marshes, the wind and the sea seemed to have joined forces for one supreme effort. When the wind dropped, as it did at brief intervals, the sea was heard moaning on the distant beach, strangely mingled with the desolate warning of the bell-buoy as it rocked to the waves. Then the wind rose again, and the noise of the sea was lost in the fierce gusts which, finding no obstacle on the open marshes, swept with their full fury upon the house by the creek. The strange voices of the air shrieked in its chimneys windows rattled, doors slammed, and even, the very curtains seemed to live and move.

Eunice was in bed, awake. A small nightlight in a saucer of oil shed a sickly glare upon the worm-eaten old furniture, distorting the most innocent articles into ghastly shapes. A wilder gust than usual almost deprived her of the protection afforded by that poor light, and she lay listening fearfully to the creakings and other noises on the stairs, bitterly regretting that she had not asked Martha to sleep with her. But it was not too late even now. She slipped hastily to the floor, crossed to the huge wardrobe, and was in the very act of taking her dressing-gown from its peg when an unmistakable footfall was heard on the stairs. The robe dropped from her shaking fingers, and with a quickly beating heart she regained her bed.

The sounds ceased and a deep silence followed, which she herself was unable to break although she strove hard to do so. A wild gust of wind shook the windows and nearly extinguished the light, and when its flame had regained its accustomed steadiness she saw that the door was slowly opening, while the huge shadow of a hand blotted the papered wall. Still her tongue refused its office. The door flew open with a crash, a cloaked figure entered and, throwing aside its coverings, she saw with a horror past all expression the napkin-bound face of the dead Ursula smiling terribly at her. In her last extremity she raised her faded eyes above for succour, and then as the figure noiselessly advanced and laid its cold hand upon her brow, the soul of Eunice Mallow left its body with a wild shriek and made its way to the Eternal.

Martha, roused by the cry, and shivering with dread, rushed to the door and gazed in terror at the figure which stood leaning over the bedside. As she watched, it slowly removed the cowl and the napkin and exposed the fell face of Tabitha, so strangely contorted between fear and triumph that she hardly recognized it.

Whos there? cried Tabitha in a terrible voice as she saw the old womans shadow on the wall.

I thought I heard a cry, said Martha, entering. Did anybody call?

Yes, Eunice, said the other, regarding her closely. I, too, heard the cry, and hurried to her. What makes her so strange? Is she in a trance?

Ay, said the old woman, falling on her knees by the bed and sobbing bitterly, the trance of death. Ah, my dear, my poor lonely girl, that this should be the end of it! She has died of fright, said the old woman, pointing to the eyes, which even yet retained their horror. She has seen something devilish.

Tabithas gaze fell. She has always suffered with her heart, she muttered; the night has frightened her; it frightened me.

She stood upright by the foot of the bed as Martha drew the sheet over the face of the dead woman.

First Ursula, then Eunice, said Tabitha, drawing a deep breath. I cant stay here. Ill dress and wait for the morning.

She left the room as she spoke, and with bent head proceeded to her own. Martha remained by the bedside, and gently closing the staring eyes, fell on her knees, and prayed long and earnestly for the departed soul. Overcome with grief and fear she remained with bowed head until a sudden sharp cry from Tabitha brought her to her feet.

Well, said the old woman, going to the door.

Where are you? cried Tabitha, somewhat reassured by her voice.

In Miss Eunices bedroom. Do you want anything?

Come down at once. Quick! I am unwell.

Her voice rose suddenly to a scream. Quick! For Gods sake! Quick, or I shall go mad. There is some strange woman in the house.

The old woman stumbled hastily down the dark stairs. What is the matter? she cried, entering the room. Who is it? What do you mean?

I saw it, said Tabitha, grasping her convulsively by the shoulder. I was coming to you when I saw the figure of a woman in front of me going up the stairs. Is it  can it be Ursula come for the soul of Eunice, as she said she would?

Or for yours? said Martha, the words coming from her in some odd fashion, despite herself.

Tabitha, with a ghastly look, fell cowering by her side, clutching tremulously at her clothes. Light the lamps, she cried hysterically. Light a fire, make a noise; oh, this dreadful darkness! Will it never be day!

Soon, soon, said Martha, overcoming her repugnance and trying to pacify her. When the day comes you will laugh at these fears.

I murdered her, screamed the miserable woman, I killed her with fright. Why did she not give me the money? Twas no use to her. Ah! Look there!

Martha, with a horrible fear, followed her glance to the door, but saw nothing.

Its Ursula, said Tabitha from between her teeth. Keep her off! Keep her off!

The old woman, who by some unknown sense seemed to feel the presence of a third person in the room, moved a step forward and stood before her. As she did so Tabitha waved her arms as though to free herself from the touch of a detaining hand, half rose to her feet, and without a word fell dead before her.

At this the old womans courage forsook her, and with a great cry she rushed from the room, eager to escape from this house of death and mystery. The bolts of the great door were stiff with age, and strange voices seemed to ring in her ears as she strove wildly to unfasten them. Her brain whirled. She thought that the dead in their distant rooms called to her, and that a devil stood on the step outside laughing and holding the door against her. Then with a supreme effort she flung it open, and heedless of her night-clothes passed into the bitter night. The path across the marshes was lost in the darkness, but she found it; the planks over the ditches slippery and narrow, but she crossed them in safety, until at last, her feet bleeding and her breath coming in great gasps, she entered the village and sank down more dead than alive on a cottage doorstep.


THE UNKNOWN

Handsome is as andsome does, said the night-watchman. Its an old saying, but its true. Give a chap good looks, and its precious little else that is given to im. Hes lucky when is good looks ave gorn  or partly gorn  to get a berth as night-watchman or some other hard and bad-paid job.

One drawback to a good-looking man is that he generally marries young; not because e wants to, but because somebody else wants im to. And that aint the worst of it: the handsomest chap I ever knew married five times, and got seven years for it. It wasnt his fault, pore chap; he simply couldnt say No.

One o the best-looking men I ever knew was Capn Bill Smithers, wot used to come up here once a week with a schooner called the Wild Rose. Funny thing about im was he didnt seem to know about is good looks, and he was one o the quietest, best-behaved men that ever came up the London river. Considering that he was mistook for me more than once, it was just as well.

He didnt marry until e was close on forty; and then e made the mistake of marrying a widder-woman. She was like all the rest of em  only worse. Afore she was married butter wouldnt melt in er mouth, but as soon as she ad got her lines safe she began to make up for it.

For the fust month or two e didnt mind it, e rather liked being fussed arter, but when he found that he couldnt go out for arf an hour without having er with im he began to get tired of it. Her idea was that e was too handsome to be trusted out alone; and every trip he made e had to write up in a book, day by day, wot e did with himself. Even then she wasnt satisfied, and, arter saying that a wifes place was by the side of er husband, she took to sailing with im every vyge.

Wot he could ha seen in er I dont know. I asked im one evening  in a roundabout way  and he answered in such a long, roundabout way that I didnt know wot to make of it till I see that she was standing just behind me, listening. Arter that I heard er asking questions about me, but I didnt ave to listen: I could hear er twenty yards away, and singing to myself at the same time.

Arter that she treated me as if I was the dirt beneath er feet. She never spoke to me, but used to speak against me to other people. She was always talking to them about the sleeping-sickness and things o that kind. She said night-watchmen always made er think of it somehow, but she didnt know why, and she couldnt tell you if you was to ask her. The only thing I was thankful for was that I wasnt er husband. She stuck to im like his shadow, and I began to think at last it was a pity she adnt got some thing to be jealous about and something to occupy her mind with instead o me.

She ought to ave a lesson, I ses to the skipper one evening. Are you going to be follered about like this all your life? If she was made to see the foolishness of er ways she might get sick of it.

My idea was to send her on a wild-goose chase, and while the Wild Rose was away I thought it out. I wrote a love-letter to the skipper signed with the name of Dorothy, and asked im to meet me at Cleopatras Needle on the Embankment at eight oclock on Wednesday. I told im to look out for a tall girl (Mrs. Smithers was as short as they make em) with mischievous brown eyes, in a blue at with red roses on it.

I read it over careful, and arter marking it Private, twice in front and once on the back, I stuck it down so that it could be blown open amost, and waited for the schooner to come back. Then I gave a van-boy twopence to and it to Mrs. Smithers, wot was sitting on the deck alone, and tell er it was a letter for Captain Smithers.

I was busy with a barge wot happened to be handy at the time, but I eard her say that she would take it and give it to im. When I peeped round she ad got the letter open and was leaning over the side to windard trying to get er breath. Every now and then shed give another look at the letter and open er mouth and gasp; but by and by she got calmer, and, arter putting it back in the envelope, she gave it a lick as though she was going to bite it, and stuck it down agin. Then she went off the wharf, and Im blest if, five minutes arterwards, a young fellow didnt come down to the ship with the same letter and ask for the skipper.

Who gave it you? ses the skipper, as soon as e could speak.

A lady, ses the young fellow.

The skipper waved im away, and then e walked up and down the deck like a man in a dream.

Bad news? I ses, looking up and catching is eye.

No, he ses, no. Only a note about a couple o casks o soda.

He stuffed the letter in is pocket and sat on the side smoking till his wife came back in five minutes time, smiling all over with good temper.

Its a nice evening, she ses, and I think Ill just run over to Dalston and see my Cousin Joe.

The skipper got up like a lamb and said hed go and clean imself.

You neednt come if you feel tired, she ses, smiling at im.

The skipper could ardly believe his ears.

I do feel tired, he ses. Ive had a heavy day, and I feel more like bed than anything else.

You turn in, then, she ses. Ill be all right by myself.

She went down and tidied herself up  not that it made much difference to er  and, arter patting him on the arm and giving me a stare that would ha made most men blink, she took herself off.

I was pretty busy that evening. Wot with shifting lighters from under the jetty and sweeping up, it was pretty near ha-past seven afore I ad a minute I could call my own. I put down the broom at last, and was just thinking of stepping round to the Bulls Head for a arf-pint when I see Capn Smithers come off the ship on to the wharf and walk to the gate.

I thought you was going to turn in? I ses.

I did think of it, he ses, then I thought praps Id better stroll as far as Broad Street and meet my wife.

It was all I could do to keep a straight face. Id a pretty good idea where she ad gorn; and it wasnt Dalston.

Come in and ave arf a pint fust, I ses.

No; I shall be late, he ses, hurrying off.

I went in and ad a glass by myself, and stood there so long thinking of Mrs. Smithers walking up and down by Cleopatras Needle that at last the landlord fust asked me wot I was laughing at, and then offered to make me laugh the other side of my face. And then he wonders why people go to the Albion.

I locked the gate rather earlier than usual that night. Sometimes if Im up that end I leave it a bit late, but I didnt want Mrs. Smithers to come along and nip in without me seeing her face.

It was ten oclock afore I heard the bell go, and when I opened the wicket and looked out I was surprised to see that she ad got the skipper with er. And of all the miserable-looking objects I ever saw in my life he was the worst. She ad him tight by the arm, and there was a look on er face that amost scared me.

Did you go all the way to Dalston for her? I ses to im.

Mrs. Smithers made a gasping sort o noise, but the skipper didnt answer a word.

She shoved him in in front of er and stood ever im while he climbed aboard. When he held out is hand to help er she struck it away.

I didnt get word with im till five oclock next morning, when he came up on deck with his air all rough and is eyes red for want of sleep.

Havent ad a wink all night, he ses, stepping on to the wharf.

I gave a little cough. Didnt she ave a pleasant time at Dalston? I ses.

He walked a little further off from the ship. She didnt go there, he ses, in a whisper.

Youve got something on your mind, I ses. Wot is it?

He wouldnt tell me at fust, but at last he told me all about the letter from Dorothy, and is wife reading it unbeknown to im and going to meet er.

It was an awful meeting! he ses. Awful!

I couldnt think wot to make of it. Was the gal there, then? I ses, staring at im.

No, ses the skipper; but I was.

You? I ses, starting back. You! Wot for? Im surprised at you! I wouldnt ha believed it of you!

I felt a bit curious, he ses, with a silly sort o smile. But wot I cant understand is why the gal didnt turn up.

Im ashamed of you, Bill, I ses, very severe.

Praps she did, he ses, arf to imself, and then saw my missis standing there waiting. Praps that was it.

Or praps it was somebody aving a game with you, I ses.

Youre getting old, Bill, he ses, very short. You dont understand. Its some pore gal thats took a fancy to me, and its my dooty to meet er and tell her ow things are.

He walked off with his ead in the air, and if e took that letter out once and looked at it, he did five times.

Chuck it away, I ses, going up to him.

Certainly not, he ses, folding it up careful and stowing it away in is breastpocket. Shes took a fancy to me, and its my dooty  

You said that afore, I ses.

He stared at me nasty for a moment, and then e ses: You aint seen any young lady hanging about ere, I suppose, Bill? A tall young lady with a blue hat trimmed with red roses?

I shook my ead.

If you should see er, he ses.

Ill tell your missis, I ses. It ud be much easier for her to do her dooty properly than it would you. Shed enjoy doing it, too.

He went off agin then, and I thought he ad done with me, but he adnt. He spoke to me that evening as if I was the greatest friend he ad in the world. I ad two arfpints with im at the Albion  with his missis walking up and down outside  and arter the second arf-pint he said he wanted to meet Dorothy and tell er that e was married, and that he oped she would meet some good man that was worthy of er.

I had a weeks peace while the ship was away, but she was hardly made fast afore I ad it all over agin and agin.

Are you sure theres been no more letters? he ses.

Sartain, I ses.

Thats right, he ses; thats right. And you avent seen her walking up and down?

No, I ses.

Ave you been on the look-out? he ses. I dont suppose a nice gal like that would come and shove her ead in at the gate. Did you look up and down the road?

Yes, I ses. Ive fair made my eyes ache watching for her.

I cant understand it, he ses. Its a mystery to me, unless praps shes been taken ill. She must ave seen me here in the fust place; and she managed to get hold of my name. Mark my words, I shall ear from her agin.

Ow do you know? I ses.

I feel it ere, he ses, very solemn, laying his and on his chest.

I didnt know wot to do. Wot with is foolishness and his mississ temper, I see I ad made a mess of it. He told me she had ardly spoke a word to im for two days, and when I said  being a married man myself  that it might ha been worse, e said I didnt know wot I was talking about.

I did a bit o thinking arter he ad gorn aboard agin. I dursnt tell im that I ad wrote the letter, but I thought if he ad one or two more hed see that some one was aving a game with im, and that it might do im good. Besides which it was a little amusement for me.

Arter everybody was in their beds asleep I sat on a clerks stool in the office and wrote im another letter from Dorothy. I called im Dear Bill, and I said ow sorry I was that I adnt had even a sight of im lately, having been laid up with a sprained ankle and ad only just got about agin. I asked im to meet me at Cleopatras Needle at eight oclock, and said that I should wear the blue at with red roses.

It was a very good letter, but I can see now that I done wrong in writing it. I was going to post it to im, but, as I couldnt find an envelope without the name of the blessed wharf on it, I put it in my pocket till I got ome.

I got ome at about a quarter to seven, and slept like a child till pretty near four. Then I went downstairs to ave my dinner.

The moment I opened the door I see there was something wrong. Three times my missis licked er lips afore she could speak. Her face ad gone a dirty white colour, and she was leaning forward with her ands on her ips, trembling all over with temper.

Is my dinner ready? I ses, easy-like. Cos Im ready for it.

I  I wonder I dont tear you limb from limb, she ses, catching her breath.

Wots the matter? I ses.

And then boil you, she ses, between her teeth. You in one pot and your precious Dorothy in another.

If anybody ad offered me five pounds to speak then, I couldnt ha done it. I see wot Id done in a flash, and I couldnt say a word; but I kept my presence o mind, and as she came round one side o the table I went round the other.

Wot ave you got to say for yourself? she ses, with a scream.

Nothing, I ses, at last. Its all a mistake.

Mistake? she ses. Yes, you made a mistake leaving it in your pocket; thats all the mistake youve made. Thats wot you do, is it, when youre supposed to be at the wharf? Go about with a blue at with red roses in it! At your time o life, and a wife at ome working herself to death to make both ends meet and keep you respectable!

Its all a mistake, I ses. The letter wasnt for me.

Oh, no, o course not, she ses. Thats why youd got it in your pocket, I suppose. And I suppose youll say your name aint Bill next.

Dont say things youll be sorry for, I ses.

Ill take care o that, she ses. I might be sorry for not saying some things, but I dont think I shall.

I dont think she was. I dont think she forgot anything, and she raked up things that I ad contradicted years ago and wot I thought was all forgot. And every now and then, when she stopped for breath, shed try and get round to the same side of the table I was.

She follered me to the street door when I went and called things up the road arter me. I ad a snack at a coffee-shop for my dinner, but I adnt got much appetite for it; I was too full of trouble and finding fault with myself, and I went off to my work with a art as heavy as lead.

I suppose I adnt been on the wharf ten minutes afore Capn Smithers came sidling up to me, but I got my spoke in fust.

Look ere, I ses, if youre going to talk about that forward hussy wots been writing to you, I aint. Im sick and tired of er.

Forward hussy! he ses. Forward hussy! And afore I could drop my broom he gave me a punch in the jaw that pretty near broke it. Say another word against her, he ses, and Ill knock your ugly ead off. How dare you insult a lady?

I thought I should ave gone crazy at fust, but I went off into the office without a word. Some men would ha knocked im down for it, but I made allowances for is state o mind, and I stayed inside until I see im get aboard agin.

He was sitting on deck when I went out, and his missis too, but neither of em spoke a word. I picked up my broom and went on sweeping, when suddenly I eard a voice at the gate I thought I knew, and in came my wife.

Ho! she ses, calling out. Aint you gone to meet that gal at Cleopatras Needle yet? You aint going to keep er waiting, are you?

Hsh! I ses.

Hsh! yourself, she ses, shouting. Ive done nothing to be ashamed of. I dont go to meet other peoples husbands in a blue at with red roses. I dont write em love-letters, and say Hsh! to my wife when she ventures to make a remark about it. I may work myself to skin and bone for a man wots old enough to know better, but Im not going to be trod on. Dorothy, indeed! Ill Dorothy er if I get the chance.

Mrs. Smithers, wot ad been listening with all her ears, jumped up, and so did the skipper, and Mrs. Smithers came to the side in two steps.

Did you say Dorothy, maam? she ses to my missis.

I did, ses my wife. Shes been writing to my husband.

It must be the same one, ses Mrs. Smithers. Shes been writing to mine too.

The two of em stood there looking at each other for a minute, and then my wife, holding the letter between er finger and thumb as if it was pison, passed it to Mrs. Smithers.

Its the same, ses Mrs. Smithers. Was the envelope marked Private?

I didnt see no envelope, ses my missis. This is all I found.

Mrs. Smithers stepped on to the wharf and, taking old of my missis by the arm, led her away whispering. At the same moment the skipper walked across the deck and whispered to me.

Wot dye mean by it? he ses. Wot dye mean by aving letters from Dorothy and not telling me about it?

I cant help aving letters any more than you can, I ses. Now praps youll understand wot I meant by calling er a forward hussy.

Fancy er writing to you! he ses, wrinkling is forehead. Pph! She must be crazy.

Praps it aint a gal at all, I ses. My belief is somebody is aving a game with us.

Dont be a fool, he ses. Id like to see the party as would make a fool of me like that. Just see im and get my ands on him. He wouldnt want to play any more games.

It was no good talking to im. He was arf crazy with temper. If Id said the letter was meant for im hed ave asked me wot I meant by opening it and getting im into more trouble with is missis, instead of giving it to im on the quiet. I just stood and suffered in silence, and thought wot a lot of arm eddication did for people.

I want some money, ses my missis, coming back at last with Mrs. Smithers.

That was the way she always talked when shed got me in er power. She took two-and-tenpence  all Id got  and then she ordered me to go and get a cab.

Me and this lady are going to meet her, she ses, sniffing at me.

And tell her wot we think of er, ses Mrs. Smithers, sniffing too.

And wot well do to er, ses my missis.

I left em standing side by side, looking at the skipper as if e was a waxworks, while I went to find a cab. When I came back they was in the same persition, and e was smoking with is eyes shut.

They went off side by side in the cab, both of em sitting bolt-upright, and only turning their eads at the last moment to give us looks we didnt want.

I dont wish her no arm, ses the skipper, arter thinking for a long time. Was that the fust letter you ad from er, Bill?

Fust and last, I ses, grinding my teeth.
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Ive been married longer than wot you have, I ses, and I tell you one thing. It wont make no difference to us whether they do or they dont, I ses.

And it didnt.


THE VIGIL

Im the happiest man in the world, said Mr. Farrer, in accents of dreamy tenderness.

Miss Ward sighed. Wait till father comes in, she said.

Mr. Farrer peered through the plants which formed a welcome screen to the window and listened with some uneasiness. He was waiting for the firm, springy step that should herald the approach of ex-Sergeant-Major Ward. A squeeze of Miss Wards hand renewed his courage.

Perhaps I had better light the lamp, said the girl, after a long pause. I wonder where mothers got to?

Shes on my side, at any rate, said Mr. Farrer.

Poor mother! said the girl. She darent call her soul her own. I expect shes sitting in her bedroom with the door shut. She hates unpleasantness. And theres sure to be some.

So do I, said the young man, with a slight shiver. But why should there be any? He doesnt want you to keep single all your life, does he?

Hed like me to marry a soldier, said Miss Ward. He says that the young men of the present day are too soft. The only thing he thinks about is courage and strength.

She rose and, placing the lamp on the table, removed the chimney, and then sought round the room for the matches. Mr. Farrer, who had two boxes in his pocket, helped her.

They found a box at last on the mantelpiece, and Mr. Farrer steadied her by placing one arm round her waist while she lit the lamp. A sudden exclamation from outside reminded them that the blind was not yet drawn, and they sprang apart in dismay as a grizzled and upright old warrior burst into the room and confronted them.

Pull that blind down! he roared. Not you, he continued, as Mr. Farrer hastened to help. What do you mean by touching my blind? What do you mean by embracing my daughter? Eh? Why dont you answer?

We  we are going to be married, said Mr. Farrer, trying to speak boldly.

The sergeant-major drew himself up, and the young man gazed in dismay at a chest which seemed as though it would never cease expanding.

Married! exclaimed the sergeant-major, with a grim laugh. Married to a little tame bunny-rabbit! Not if I know it. Wheres your mother? he demanded, turning to the girl.

Upstairs, was the reply.

Her father raised his voice, and a nervous reply came from above. A minute later Mrs. Ward, pale of cheek, entered the room.

Heres fine goings-on! said the sergeant major, sharply. I go for a little walk, and when I come back this  this infernal cockroach has got its arm round my daughters waist. Why dont you look after her? Do you know anything about it?

His wife shook her head.

Five feet four and about thirty round the chest, and wants to marry my daughter! said the sergeant-major, with a sneer. Eh? Whats that? What did you say? What?

I said thats a pretty good size for a cockroach, murmured Mr. Farrer, defiantly. Besides, size isnt everything. If it was, youd be a general instead of only a sergeant-major.

You get out of my house, said the other, as soon as he could get his breath. Go on Sharp with it.

Im going, said the mortified Mr. Farrer. Im sorry if I was rude. I came on purpose to see you to-night. Bertha  Miss Ward, I mean  told me your ideas, but I couldnt believe her. I said youd got more common sense than to object to a man just because he wasnt a soldier.

I want a man for a son-in-law, said the other. I dont say hes got to be a soldier.

Just so, said Mr. Farrer. Youre a man, aint you? Well, Ill do anything that youll do.

Pph! said the sergeant-major. Ive done my little lot. Ive been in action four times, and wounded in three places. Thats my tally.

The colonel said once that my husband doesnt know what fear is, said Mrs. Ward, timidly. Hes afraid of nothing.

Except ghosts, remarked her daughter, softly.

Hold your tongue, miss, said her father, twisting his moustache. No sensible man is afraid of what doesnt exist.

A lot of people believe they do, though, said Mr. Farrer, breaking in. I heard the other night that old Smiths ghost has been seen again swinging from the apple tree. Three people have seen it.

Rubbish! said the sergeant-major.

Maybe, said the young man; but Ill bet you, Mr. Ward, for all your courage, that you wont go up there alone at twelve oclock one night to see.

I thought I ordered you out of my house just now, said the sergeant-major, glaring at him.

Going into action, said Mr. Farrer, pausing at the door, is one thing  you have to obey orders and you cant help yourself; but going to a lonely cottage two miles off to see the ghost of a man that hanged himself is another.

Do you mean to say Im afraid? blustered the other.

Mr. Farrer shook his head. I dont say anything, he remarked; but even a cockroach does a bit of thinking sometimes.

Perhaps youd like to go, said the sergeant-major.

I dont mind, said the young man; and perhaps youll think a little better of me, Mr. Ward. If I do what youre afraid to do
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Mrs. Ward and her daughter flung themselves hastily between the sergeant-major and his intended sacrifice. Mr. Farrer, pale but determined, stood his ground.

Ill dare you to go up and spend a night there alone, he said.

Ill dare you, said the incensed warrior, weakly.

All right; Ill spend Wednesday night there, said Mr. Farrer, and Ill come round on Thursday and let you know how I got on.

I dare say, said the other; but I dont want you here, and, whats more, I wont have you. You can go to Smiths cottage on Wednesday at twelve oclock if you like, and Ill go up any time between twelve and three and make sure youre there. Dye understand? Ill show you whether Im afraid or not.

Theres no reason for you to be afraid, said Mr. Farrer. I shall be there to protect you. Thats very different to being there alone, as I shall be. But, of course, you can go up the next night by yourself, and wait for me, if you like. If you like to prove your courage, I mean.

When I want to be ordered about, said the sergeant-major, in a magnificent voice, Ill let you know. Now go, before I do anything I might be sorry for afterwards.

He stood at the door, erect as a ramrod, and watched the young man up the road. His conversation at the supper-table that night related almost entirely to puppy-dogs and the best way of training them.

He kept a close eye upon his daughter for the next day or two, but human nature has its limits. He tried to sleep one afternoon in his easy-chair with one eye open, but the exquisite silence maintained by Miss Ward was too much for it. A hum of perfect content arose from the feature below, and five minutes later Miss Ward was speeding in search of Mr. Farrer.

I had to come, Ted, she said, breathlessly, because to-morrows Wednesday. Ive got something to tell you, but I dont know whether I ought to.

Tell me and let me decide, said Mr. Farrer, tenderly.

I  Im so afraid you might be frightened, said the girl. I wont tell you, but Ill give you a hint. If you see anything awful, dont be frightened.

Mr. Farrer stroked her hand. The only thing Im afraid of is your father, he said, softly.

Oh! said the girl, clasping her hands together. You have guessed it.

Guessed it? said Mr. Farrer.

Miss Ward nodded. I happened to pass his door this morning, she said, in a low voice. It was open a little way, and he was standing up and measuring one of mothers nightgowns against his chest. I couldnt think what he was doing it for at first.

Mr. Farrer whistled and his face hardened.

Thats not fair play, he said at last. All right; Ill be ready for him.

He doesnt like to be put in the wrong, said Miss Ward. He wants to prove that you havent got any courage. Hed be disappointed if he found you had.

All right, said Mr. Farrer again. Youre an angel for coming to tell me.

Father would call me something else, I expect, said Miss Ward, with a smile. Good-bye. I want to get back before he wakes up.

She was back in her chair, listening to her fathers slumbers, half an hour before he awoke.

Im making up for to-morrow night, he said, opening his eyes suddenly.

His daughter nodded.

Shows strength of will, continued the sergeant-major, amiably. Wellington could go to sleep at any time by just willing it. Im the same way; I can go to sleep at five minutes notice.

Its a very useful gift, said Miss Ward, piously, very.

Mr. Ward had two naps the next day. He awoke from the second at twelve-thirty a.m., and in a somewhat disagreeable frame of mind rose and stretched himself. The house was very still. He took a small brown-paper parcel from behind the sofa and, extinguishing the lamp, put on his cap and opened the front door.

If the house was quiet, the little street seemed dead. He closed the door softly and stepped into the darkness. In terms which would have been understood by our army in Flanders he execrated the forefathers, the name, and the upbringing of Mr. Edward Farrer.

Not a soul in the streets; not a light in a window. He left the little town behind, passed the last isolated house on the road, and walked into the greater blackness of a road between tall hedges. He had put on canvas shoes with rubber soles, for the better surprise of Mr. Farrer, and his own progress seemed to partake of a ghostly nature. Every ghost story he had ever heard or read crowded into his memory. For the first time in his experience even the idea of the company of Mr. Farrer seemed better than no company at all.

The night was so dark that he nearly missed the turning that led to the cottage. For the first few yards he had almost to feel his way; then, with a greater yearning than ever for the society of Mr. Farrer, he straightened his back and marched swiftly and noiselessly towards the cottage.

It was a small, tumble-down place, set well back in an overgrown garden. The sergeant-major came to a halt just before reaching the gate, and, hidden by the hedge, unfastened his parcel and shook out his wifes best nightgown.

He got it over his head with some difficulty, and, with his arms in the sleeves, tried in vain to get his big hands through the small, lace-trimmed wristbands. Despite his utmost efforts he could only get two or three fingers through, and after a vain search for his cap, which had fallen off in the struggle, he made his way to the gate and stood there waiting. It was at this moment that the thought occurred to him that Mr. Farrer might have failed to keep the appointment.

His knees trembled slightly and he listened anxiously for any sound from the house. He rattled the gate and, standing with white arms outstretched, waited. Nothing happened. He shook it again, and then, pulling himself together, opened it and slipped into the garden. As he did so a large bough which lay in the centre of the footpath thoughtfully drew on one side to let him pass.

Mr. Ward stopped suddenly and, with his gaze fixed on the bough, watched it glide over the grass until it was swallowed up in the darkness. His own ideas of frightening Mr. Farrer were forgotten, and in a dry, choking voice he called loudly upon the name of that gentleman.

He called two or three times, with no response, and then, in a state of panic, backed slowly towards the gate with his eyes fixed on the house. A loud crash sounded from somewhere inside, the door was flung violently open, and a gruesome figure in white hopped out and squatted on the step.

It was evident to Sergeant-Major Ward that Mr. Farrer was not there, and that no useful purpose could be served by remaining. It was clear that the young mans courage had failed him, and, with grey head erect, elbows working like the sails of a windmill, and the ends of the nightgown streaming behind him, the sergeant-major bent his steps towards home.

He dropped into a walk after a time and looked carefully over his shoulder. So far as he could see he was alone, but the silence and loneliness were oppressive. He looked again, and, without stopping to inquire whether his eyes had deceived him, broke into a run again. Alternately walking and running, he got back to the town, and walked swiftly along the streets to his house. Police-Constable Burgess, who was approaching from the other direction, reached it at almost the same moment, and, turning on his lantern, stood gaping with astonishment. Anything wrong? he demanded.

Wrong? panted the sergeant-major, trying to put a little surprise and dignity into his voice. No.

I thought it was a lady walking in her sleep at first, said the constable. A tall lady.

The sergeant-major suddenly became conscious of the nightgown. Ive been  for a little walk, he said, still breathing hard. I felt a bit chilly  so I  put this on.

Suits you, too, said the constable, stiffly. But you Army men always was a bit dressy. Now if I put that on I should look ridikerlous.

The door opened before Mr. Ward could reply, and revealed, in the light of a bedroom candle, the astonished countenances of his wife and daughter.

George! exclaimed Mrs. Ward.

Father! said Miss Ward.

The sergeant-major tottered in and, gaining the front room, flung himself into his arm-chair. A stiff glass of whisky and water, handed him by his daughter, was swallowed at a gulp.

Did you go? inquired Mrs. Ward, clasping her hands.

The sergeant-major, fully conscious of the suspicions aroused by his disordered appearance, rallied his faculties. Not likely, he said, with a short laugh. After I got outside I knew it was no good going there to look for that young snippet. Hed no more think of going there than he would of flying. I walked a little way down the road  for exercise  and then strolled back.

But  my nightgown? said the wondering Mrs. Ward.

Put it on to frighten the constable, said her husband.

He stood up and allowed her to help him pull it off. His face was flushed and his hair tousled, but the bright fierceness of his eye was unquenched. In submissive silence she followed him to bed.

He was up late next morning, and made but a poor breakfast. His after-dinner nap was disturbed, and tea was over before he had regained his wonted calm. An hour later the arrival of a dignified and reproachful Mr. Farrer set him blazing again.

I have come to see you about last night, said Mr. Farrer, before the other could speak. A jokes a joke, but when you said you would come I naturally expected you would keep your word.

Keep my word? repeated the sergeant-major, almost choking with wrath.

I stayed there in that lonely cottage from twelve to three, as per agreement, waiting for you, said Mr. Farrer.

You were not there, shouted the sergeant-major.

How do you know? inquired the other.

The sergeant-major looked round helplessly at his wife and daughter.

Prove it, said Mr. Farrer, pushing his advantage. You questioned my courage, and I stayed there three hours. Where were you?

You were not there, said the sergeant-major. I know. You cant bluff me. You were afraid.

I was there, and Ill swear it, said Mr. Farrer. Still, theres no harm done. Ill go there again to-night, and Ill dare you to come for me?

Dare? said the sergeant-major, choking. Dare?

Dare, repeated the other; and if you dont come this time Ill spread it all over Marcham. To-morrow night you can go there and wait for me. If you see what I saw

Oh, Ted! said Miss Ward, with a shiver. Saw? said the sergeant-major, starting. Nothing harmful, said Mr. Farrer, calmly.

As a matter of fact, it was very interesting.

What was? demanded the sergeant-major.

It sounds rather silly, as a matter of fact, said Mr. Farrer, slowly. Still, I did see a broken bough moving about the garden.

Mr. Ward regarded him open-mouthed.

Anything else? he inquired, in a husky voice.

A figure in white, said Mr. Farrer, with long waving arms, hopping about like a frog. I dont suppose you believe me, but if you come to-night perhaps youll see it yourself. Its very interesting.

Wer  werent you frightened? inquired the staring Mrs. Ward.

Mr. Farrer shook his head. It would take more than that to frighten me, he said, simply. I should be ashamed of myself to be afraid of a poor thing like that. It couldnt do me any harm.

Did you see its face? inquired Mrs. Ward, nervously.

Mr. Farrer shook his head.

What sort of a body had it got? said her daughter.

So far as I could see, very good, said Mr. Farrer. Very good figure  not tall, but well made.

An incredible suspicion that had been forming in the sergeant-majors mind began to take shape. Did you see anything else? he asked, sharply.

One more, said Mr. Farrer, regarding him pleasantly. One I call the Running Ghost.

Run began the sergeant-major, and stopped suddenly.

It came in at the front gate, pursued Mr. Farrer. A tall, well-knit figure of martial bearing  much about your height, Mr. Ward  with a beautiful filmy white robe down to its knees

He broke off in mild surprise, and stood gazing at Miss Ward, who, with her handkerchief to her mouth, was rocking helplessly in her chair.

Knees, he repeated, quietly. It came slowly down the path, and half way to the house it stopped, and in a frightened sort of voice called out my name. I was surprised, naturally, but before I could get to it  to reassure it

Thatll do, said the sergeant-major, rising hastily and drawing himself up to his full height.

You asked me, said Mr. Farrer, in an aggrieved voice.

I know I did, said the sergeant-major, breathing heavily. I know I did; but if I sit here listening to any more of your lies I shall be ill. The best thing you can do is to take that giggling girl out and give her a breath of fresh air. I have done with her.


EASY MONEY

A lad of about twenty stepped ashore from the schooner Jane, and joining a girl, who had been avoiding for some ten minutes the ardent gaze of the night-watchman, set off arm-in-arm. The watchman rolled his eyes and shook his head slowly.

Nearly all his money on is back, he said, and what little bit es got over hell spend on er. And three months arter theyre married hell wonder wot e ever saw in her. If a man marries he wishes he adnt, and if he doesnt marry he wishes he ad. Thats life.

Looking at them two young fools reminds me of a nevy of Sam Smalls; a man I think Ive spoke to you of afore. As a rule Sam didnt talk much about is relations, but there was a sister of is in the country wot e was rather fond of because e adnt seen er for twenty years. She ad got a boy wot ad just got a job in London, and when e wrote and told er he was keeping company with the handsomest and loveliest and best arted gal in the whole wide world, she wrote to Sam about it and asked im to give is nevy some good advice.

Sam ad just got back from China and was living with Peter Russet and Ginger Dick as usual, and arter reading the letter about seven times and asking Ginger how e spelt minx, e read the letter out loud to them and asked em what they thought about it.

Ginger shook his ead, and, arter thinking a bit, Peter shook his too.

Shes caught im rather young, ses Ginger.

They get it bad at that age too, ses Peter. When I was twenty, there was a gal as I was fond of, and a regiment couldnt ha parted us.

Wot did part you then? ses Sam.

Another gal, ses Peter; a gal I took a fancy to, thats wot did it.

I was nearly married when I was twenty, ses Ginger, with a far-away look in his eyes. She was the most beautiful gal I ever saw in my life; she ad one undred pounds a year of er own and she couldnt bear me out of her sight. If a thump acrost the chest would do that cough of yours any good, Sam

Dont take no notice of im, Ginger, ses Peter. Why didnt you marry er?

Cos I was afraid she might think I was arter er money, ses Ginger, getting a little bit closer to Sam.

Peter ad another turn then, and him and Ginger kept on talking about gals whose arts they ad broke till Sam didnt know what to do with imself.

Ill just step round and see my nevy, while you and Peter are amusing each other, he ses at last. Ill ask im to come round to-morrow and then you can give im good advice.

The nevy came round next evening. Bright, cheerful young chap e was, and he agreed with everything they said. When Peter said as ow all gals was deceivers, he said hed known it for years, but they was born that way and couldnt elp it; and when Ginger said that no man ought to marry afore he was fifty, he corrected im and made it fifty-five.

Im glad to ear you talk like that, ses Ginger.

So am I, ses Peter.

Hes got his ead screwed on right, ses Sam, wot thought his sister ad made a mistake.

Im surprised when I look round at the wimmen men ave married, ses the nevy; wot they could ave seen in them I cant think. Me and my young lady often laugh about it.

Your wot? ses Sam, pretending to be very surprised.

My young lady, ses the nevy.

Sam gives a cough. I didnt know youd got a young lady, he ses.

Well, I ave, ses his nevy, and were going to be married at Christmas.

But  but you aint fifty-five, ses Ginger.

Im twenty-one, ses the nevy, but my case is different. There isnt another young lady like mine in the world. Shes different to all the others, and it aint likely Im going to let er be snapped up by somebody else. Fifty-five! Why, ow Im to wait till Christmas I dont know. Shes the prettiest and handsomest gal in the world; and shes the cleverest one I ever met. You ought to hear er laugh. Like music it is. Youd never forget it.

Twenty-one is young, ses Ginger, shaking his ead. Ave you known er long?

Three months, ses the nevy. She lives in the same street as I do. Ow it is she aint been snapped up before, I cant think, but she told me that she didnt care for men till she saw me.

They all say that, ses Ginger.

If Ive ad it said to me once, Ive ad it said twenty times, ses Peter, nodding.

They do it to flatter, ses old Sam, looking as if e knew all about it. You wait till you are my age, Joe; then youll know; why I should ha been married dozens o times if I adnt been careful.

Praps it was a bit on both sides, ses Joe, looking at is uncle. Praps they was careful too. If you only saw my young lady, you wouldnt talk like that. Shes got the truthfullest eyes in the world. Large grey eyes like a childs, leastways sometimes they are grey and sometimes they are blue. It seems to depend on the light somehow; I ave seen them when they was a brown-brownish-gold. And she smiles with er eyes.

Hasnt she got a mouth? ses Ginger, wot was getting a bit tired of it.

Youve been crossed in love, ses the nevy, staring at im. Thats wots the matter with you. And looking at you, I dont wonder at it.

Ginger arf got up, but Sam gave him a look and e sat down agin, and then they all sat quiet while the nevy went on telling them about is gal.

I should like to see er, ses his uncle at last.

Call round for me at seven to-morrow night, ses the young un, and Ill introduce you.

We might look in on our way, ses Sam, arter Ginger and Peter ad both made eyes at im. Were going out to spend the evening.

The more the merrier, ses his nevy. Well, so long; I expect shes waiting for me.

He got up and said good-bye, and arter he ad gorn, Sam and the other two shook their leads together and said what a pity it was to be twenty-one. Ginger said it made im sad to think of it, and Peter said ow any gal could look at a man under thirty, e couldnt think.

They all went round to the nevys the next evening. They was a little bit early owing to Gingers watch aving been set right by guess-work, and they ad to sit in a row on the nevys bed waiting while e cleaned imself, and changed his clothes. Although it was only Wednesday e changed his collar, and he was so long making up is mind about his necktie that is uncle tried to make it up for him. By the time he ad finished Sam said it made im think it was Sunday.

Miss Gill was at ome when they got there, and all three of em was very much surprised that such a good-looking gal should take up with Sams nevy. Ginger nearly said so, but Peter gave im a dig in the back just in time and e called him something under is breath instead.

Why shouldnt we all make an evening of it? ses Ginger, arter they ad been talking for about ten minutes, and the nevy ad looked at the clock three or four times.

Because twos company, ses Mrs. Gill. Why you was young yourself once. Cant you remember?

Hes young now, mother, ses the gal, giving Ginger a nice smile.

I tell you wot we might do, ses Mrs. Gill, putting er finger to her forehead and considering. You and Joe go out and ave your evening, and me and these gentlemenll go off together somewhere. I shall enjoy an outing; I aint ad one for a long time.

Ginger said it would be very nice if she thought it wouldnt make er too tired, and afore Sam or Peter could think of anything to say, she was upstairs putting er bonnet on. They thought o plenty to say while they was sitting alone with Ginger waiting for er.

My idea was for the gal and your nevy to come too, ses pore Ginger. Then I thought we might lose im and I would ave a little chat with the gal, and show er ow foolish she was.

Well, youve done it now, ses Sam. Spoilt our evening.

Praps good will come out of it, ses Ginger. If the old lady takes a fancy to us we shall be able to come agin, and then to please you, Sam, Ill have a go to cut your nevy out.

Sam stared at im, and Peter stared too, and then they looked at each other and began to laugh till Ginger forgot where e was and offered to put Sam through the winder. They was still quarrelling under their breath and saying wot theyd like to do to each other when Mrs. Gill came downstairs. Dressed up to the nines she was, and they walked down the street with a feeling that everybody was looking at em.

One thing that elped to spoil the evening was that Mrs. Gill wouldnt go into publicouses, but to make up for it she went into sweet-stuff shops three times and ad ices while they stood and watched er and wondered ow she could do it. And arter that she stopped at a place Poplar way, where there was a few swings and roundabouts and things. She was as skittish as a school-gal, and arter taking pore Sam on the roundabout till e didnt know whether he was on his eels or his ead, she got im into a boat-swing and swung im till he felt like a boy on is fust vyge. Arter that she took im to the rifle gallery, and afore he had ad three shots the man took the gun away from im and threatened to send for the police.

It was an expensive evening for all of them, but as Ginger said when they got ome they ad broken the ice, and he bet Peter Russet arf a dollar that afore two days ad passed hed take the nevys gal for a walk. He stepped round by imself the next arternoon and made imself agreeable to Mrs. Gill, and the day arter they was both so nice and kind that e plucked up is courage and offered to take Miss Gill to the Zoo.

She said No at fust, of course, but arter Ginger ad pointed out that Joe was at work all day and couldnt take er imself, and that e was Joes uncles best pal, she began to think better of it.

Why not? ses her mother. Joe wouldnt mind. He wouldnt be so silly as to be jealous o Mr. Ginger Dick.

Of course not, ses the gal. Theres nothing to be jealous of.

She let er mother and Ginger persuade er arter a time, and then she went upstairs to clean herself, and put on a little silver brooch that Ginger said he ad picked up coming along.

She took about three-quarters of an hour to get ready, but when she came down, Ginger felt that it was quite worth it. He couldnt take is eyes off er, as the saying goes, and e sat by er side on the top of the omnibus like a man in a dream.

This is better than being at sea, he ses at last.

Dont you like the sea? ses the gal. I should like to go to sea myself.

I shouldnt mind the sea if you was there, ses Ginger.

Miss Gill turned her ead away. You mustnt talk to me like that, she ses in a soft voice. Still

Still wot? ses Ginger, arter waiting a long time.

I mean, if I did go to sea, it would be nice to have a friend on board, she ses. I suppose you aint afraid of storms, are you?

I like em, ses Ginger.

You look as if you would, ses the gal, giving im a little look under er eyelashes. It must be nice to be a man and be brave. I wish I was a man.

I dont, ses Ginger.

Why not? ses the gal, turning her ead away agin.

Ginger didnt answer, he gave er elbow a little squeeze instead. She took it away at once, and Ginger was just wishing he adnt been so foolish, when it came back agin, and they sat for a long time without speaking a word.

The sea is all right for some things, ses Ginger at last, but suppose a man married!

The gal shook her ead. It would be hard on is wife, she ses, with another little look at im, but  but  

Ginger pinched er elbow agin.

But praps he could get a job ashore, she ses, and then he could take his wife out for a bus-ride every day.

They ad to change buses arter a time, and they got on a wrong bus and went miles out o their way, but neither of em seemed to mind. Ginger said he was thinking of something else, and the gal said she was too. They got to the Zoological Gardens at last, and Ginger said he ad never enjoyed himself so much. When the lions roared she squeezed his arm, and when they ad an elephant ride she was holding on to im with both ands.

I am enjoying myself, she ses, as Ginger elped her down and said whoa to the elephant. I know its wicked, but I cant elp it, and wots more, Im afraid I dont want to elp it.

She let Ginger take er arm when she nearly tripped up over a peppermint ball some kid ad dropped; and, arter a little persuasion, she ad a bottle of lemonade and six bath-buns at a refreshment stall for dinner.

She was as nice as she could be to him, but by the time they started for ome, she ad turned so quiet that Ginger began to think e must ave offended er in some way.

Are you tired? he ses.

No, ses the gal, shaking her ead, Ive enjoyed myself very much.

I thought you seemed a bit tired, ses Ginger, arter waiting a long time.

Im not tired, ses the gal, giving im a sad sort o little smile, but Im a little bit worried, thats all.

Worried? ses Ginger, very tender. Wots worrying you?

Oh, I cant tell you, ses Miss Gill. It doesnt matter; Ill try and cheer up. Wot a lovely day it is, isnt it? I shall remember it all my life.

Wot is it worrying you? ses Ginger, in a determined voice. Cant you tell me?

No, ses the gal, shaking her ead, I cant tell you because you might want to elp me, and I couldnt allow that.

Why shouldnt I elp you? ses Ginger. Its wot we was put ere for: to elp one another.

I couldnt tell you, ses the gal, just dabbing ater eyes  with a lace pocket-ankercher about one and a arf times the size of er nose.

Not if I ask you to? ses Ginger.

Miss Gill shook er ead, and then she tried her ardest to turn the conversation. She talked about the weather, and the monkey-ouse, and a gal in er street whose air changed from red to black in a single night; but it was all no good, Ginger wouldnt be put off, and at last she ses  

Well, she ses, if you must know, Im in a difficulty; I ave got to get three pounds, and where to get it I dont know any more than the man in the moon. Now lets talk about something else.

Do you owe it? ses Ginger.

I cant tell you any more, ses Miss Gill, and I wouldnt ave told you that only you asked me, and somehow I feel as though I ave to tell you things, when you want me to.

Three pounds aint much, ses pore Ginger, wot ad just been paid off arter a long vyge. I can let you ave it and welcome.

Miss Gill started away from im as though she ad been stung, and it took im all his time to talk er round agin. When he ad she begged is pardon and said he was the most generous man she ad ever met, but it couldnt be.

I dont know when I could pay it back, she ses, but I thank you all the same for offering it.

Pay it back when you like, ses Ginger, and if you never pay it back, it dont matter.

He offered er the money four or five times, but she wouldnt take it, but at last just as they got near her ouse he forced it in her and, and put his own ands in his pockets when she tried to make im take it back.

You are good to me, she ses arter they ad gone inside and er mother ad gone upstairs arter giving Ginger a bottle o beer to amuse imself with; I shall never forget you. Never.

I ope not, ses Ginger, starting. Are you coming out agin to-morrow?

Im afraid I cant, ses Miss Gill, shaking her ead and looking sorrowful.

Not with me? ses Ginger, sitting down beside her on the sofa and putting is arm so that she could lean against it if she wanted to.

I dont think I can, ses the gal, leaning back very gentle.

Think agin, ses Ginger, squeezing er waist a little.

Miss Gill shook her ead, and then turned and looked at im. Her face was so close to his, that, thinking that she ad put it there a-purpose, he kissed it, and the next moment e got a clout that made his ead ring.

Ow dare you! she ses, jumping up with a scream. Ow dare you! Ow dare  

Wots the matter? ses her mother, coming downstairs like a runaway barrel of treacle.

He  hes insulted me, ses Miss Gill, taking out her little ankercher and sobbing. He  k-kissed me!

WOT! ses Mrs. Gill. Well, Id never ave believed it! Never! Why e ought to be taken up. Wot dye mean by it? she ses, turning on pore Ginger.

Ginger tried to explain, but it was all no good, and two minutes arterwards e was walking back to is lodgings like a dog with its tail between its legs. His ead was going round and round with astonishment, and e was in such a temper that e barged into a man twice as big as himself and then offered to knock his ead off when e objected. And when Sam and Peter asked him ow he ad got on, he was in such a state of mind it was all e could do to answer em.

And Ill trouble you for my arf dollar, Peter, he ses; Ive been out with er all day, and Ive won my bet.

Peter paid it over like a lamb, and then e sat thinking ard for a bit.

Are you going out with er agin to-morrow, Ginger? he ses, arter a time.

I dont know, ses Ginger, careless-like, I aint made up my mind yet.

Peter looked at im and then e looked at Sam and winked. Let me ave a try, he ses; Ill bet you another arf dollar that I take er out. Praps I shall come ome in a better temper than wot you ave.

Old Sam said it wasnt right to play with a gals art in that way, but arter a lot o talking and telling Sam to shut up, Ginger took the bet. He was quite certain in his own mind that Miss Gill would slam the door in Peters face, and arter he ad started off next morning, Ginger and Sam waited in to ave the pleasure of laughing in is face.

They got tired of waiting at last, and went out to enjoy themselves, and breathe the fresh air in a pub down Poplar way. They got back at seven oclock, and ten minutes arterwards Peter came in and sat down on his bed and began to smoke without a word.

Had a good time? ses Ginger.

Rippin, ses Peter, holding is pipe tight between is teeth. You owe me arf a dollar, Ginger.

Whered you go? ses Ginger, passing it over.

Crystal Pallis, ses Peter.

Are you going to take er out to-morrow? ses Sam.

I dont think so, ses Peter, taking is pipe out of is mouth and yawning. Shes rather too young for me; I like talking to gals wots a bit older. I wont stand in Gingers way.

I found er a bit young too, ses Ginger. Praps wed better let Sams nevy ave er. Arter all its a bit rough on im when you come to think of it.

Youre quite right, ses Peter, jumping up. Its Sams business, and why we should go out of our way and inconvenience ourselves to do im a good turn, I dont know.

Its Sam all over, ses Ginger; hes always been like that, and the more you try to oblige im, the more you may.

They went on abusing Sam till he got sick and tired of it, and arter telling em wot he thought of em he slammed the door and went out and spent the evening by imself. He would ardly speak to them next day, but arter tea he brightened up a bit and they went off together as if nothing ad happened, and the fust thing they saw as they turned out of their street was Sams nevy coming along smiling till it made their faces ache to look at him.

I was just coming to see you, he ses.

Were just off on business, ses Ginger.

I wasnt going to stop, ses the nevy; my young lady just told me to step along and show uncle wot she has bought me. A silver watch and chain and a gold ring. Look at it!

He held his and under Gingers nose, and Ginger stood there looking at it and opening and shutting is mouth like a dying fish. Then he took Peter by the arm and ledim away while the nevy was opening is new watch and showing Sam the works.

Ow much did she get out of you, Peter? ses Ginger, looking at im very hard. I dont want any lies.

Three quid, ses Peter, staring at im.

Same ere, ses Ginger, grinding his teeth. Did she give you a smack on the side of your face?

Wot  are  you  talking about, Ginger? ses Peter.

Did she smack your face too? ses Ginger.

Yes, ses Peter.


HIS OTHER SELF

Theyre as like as two peas, him and is brother, said the night-watchman, gazing blandly at the indignant face of the lighterman on the barge below; and the ony way I know this one is Sam is because Bill dont use bad langwidge. Twins they are, but the likeness is only outside; Bills art is as white as snow.

He cut off a plug of tobacco, and, placing it in his cheek, waited expectantly.

White as snow, he repeated.

Thats me, said the lighterman, as he pushed his unwieldy craft from the jetty. Ill tell Sam your opinion of im. So long.

The watchman went a shade redder than usual. Thats twins all over, he said, sourly, always deceiving people. Its Bill arter all, and, instead of hurting is feelings, Ive just been flattering of im up.

It aint the fust time Ive ad trouble over a likeness. Ive been a twin myself in a manner o speaking. It didnt last long, but it lasted long enough for me to always be sorry for twins, and to make a lot of allowance for them. It must be very ard to have another man going about with your face on is shoulders, and getting it into trouble.

It was a year or two ago now. I was sitting one evening at the gate, smoking a pipe and looking at a newspaper I ad found in the office, when I see a gentleman coming along from the swing-bridge. Well-dressed, clean-shaved chap e was, smoking a cigarette. He was walking slow and looking about im casual-like, until his eyes fell on me, when he gave a perfect jump of surprise, and, arter looking at me very ard, walked on a little way and then turned back. He did it twice, and I was just going to say something to im, something that I ad been getting ready for im, when he spoke to me.

Good evening, he ses.

Good evening, I ses, folding the paper over and looking at im rather severe.

I hope youll excuse me staring, he ses, very perlite; but Ive never seen such a face and figger as yours in all my life  never.

Ah, you ought to ha seen me a few years ago, I ses. Im like everybody else  Im getting on.

Rubbish! he ses. You couldnt be better if you tried. Its marvellous! Wonderful! Its the very thing Ive been looking for. Why, if youd been made to order you couldnt ha been better.

I thought at fust he was by way of trying to get a drink out o me  Ive been played that game afore  but instead o that he asked me whether Id do im the pleasure of aving one with im.

We went over to the Albion, and I believe I could have ad it in a pail if Id ony liked to say the word. And all the time I was drinking he was looking me up and down, till I didnt know where to look, as the saying is.

I came down ere to look for somebody like you, he ses, but I never dreamt I should have such luck as this. Im an actor, and Ive got to play the part of a sailor, and Ive been worried some time ow to make up for the part. Dye understand?

No, I ses, looking at im.

I want to look the real thing, he ses, speaking low so the landlord shouldnt hear. I want to make myself the living image of you. If that dont fetch em Ill give up the stage and grow cabbages.

Make yourself like me? I ses. Why, youre no more like me than Im like a sea-sick monkey.

Not so much, he ses. Thats where the art comes in.

He stood me another drink, and then, taking my arm in a cuddling sort o way, and calling me Dear boy, e led me back to the wharf and explained. He said e would come round next evening with wot e called his make-up box, and paint is face and make imself up till people wouldnt know one from the other.

And wot about your figger? I ses, looking at im.

A cushion, he ses, winking, or maybe a couple. And what about clothes? Youll ave to sell me those youve got on. Hat and all. And boots.

I put a price on em that I thought would ave finished im then and there, but it didnt. And at last, arter paying me so many more compliments that they began to get into my ead, he fixed up a meeting for the next night and went off.

And mind, he ses, coming back, not a word to a living soul!

He went off agin, and, arter going to the Bulls Head and aving a pint to clear my ead, I went and sat down in the office and thought it over. It seemed all right to me as far as I could see; but praps the pint didnt clear my ead enough  praps I ought to ave ad two pints.

I lay awake best part of next day thinking it over, and when I got up I ad made up my mind. I put my clothes in a sack, and then I put on some others as much like em as possible, ony praps a bit older, in case the missis should get asking questions; and then I sat wondering ow to get out with the sack without er noticing it. Shes got a very inquiring mind, and I wasnt going to tell her any lies about it. Besides which I couldnt think of one.

[image: img451.jpg]

I got out at last by playing a game on her. I pertended to drop arf a dollar in the washus, and while she was busy on er hands and knees I went off as comfortable as you please.

I got into the office with it all right, and, just as it was getting dark, a cab drove up to the wharf and the actor-chap jumped out with a big leather bag. I took im into the private office, and e was so ready with is money for the clothes that I offered to throw the sack in.

He changed into my clothes fust of all, and then, asking me to sit down in front of im, he took a looking-glass and a box out of is bag and began to alter is face. Wot with sticks of coloured paint, and false eyebrows, and a beard stuck on with gum and trimmed with a pair o scissors, it was more like a conjuring trick than anything else. Then e took a wig out of is bag and pressed it on his ead, put on the cap, put some black stuff on is teeth, and there he was. We both looked into the glass together while e gave the finishing touches, and then he clapped me on the back and said I was the handsomest sailorman in England.

I shall have to make up a bit eavier when Im behind the floats, he ses; but this is enough for ere. Wot do you think of the imitation of your voice? I think Ive got it exact.

If you ask me, I ses, it sounds like a poll-parrot with a cold in the ead.

And now for your walk, he ses, looking as pleased as if Id said something else. Come to the door and see me go up the wharf.

I didnt like to hurt is feelings, but I thought I should ha bust. He walked up that wharf like a dancing-bear in a pair of trousers too tight for it, but e was so pleased with imself that I didnt like to tell im so. He went up and down two or three times, and I never saw anything so ridikerlous in my life.

Thats all very well for us, he ses; but wot about other people? Thats wot I want to know. Ill go and ave a drink, and see whether anybody spots me.

Afore I could stop im he started off to the Bulls Head and went in, while I stood outside and watched im.

Arf a pint o four ale, he ses, smacking down a penny.

I see the landlord draw the beer and give it to im, but e didnt seem to take no notice of im. Then, just to open is eyes a bit, I walked in and put down a penny and asked for a arf-pint.

The landlord was just wiping down the counter at the time, and when I gave my order he looked up and stood staring at me with the wet cloth eld up in the air. He didnt say a word  not a single word. He stood there for a moment smiling at us foolish-like, and then e let go o the beer-injin, wot e was olding in is left hand, and sat down heavy on the bar floor. We both put our eads over the counter to see wot had appened to im, and e started making the most orrible noise I ave ever heard in my life. I wonder it didnt bring the fire-injins. The actor-chap bolted out as if hed been shot, and I was just thinking of follering im when the landlords wife and is two daughters came rushing out and asking me wot I ad done to him.

There  there  was two of im! ses the landlord, trembling and holding on to is wifes arm, as they helped im up and got im in the chair. Two of im!

Two of wot? ses his wife.

Two  two watchmen, ses the landlord; both exacly alike and both asking for arf a pint o four ale.

Yes, yes, ses is wife.

You come and lay down, pa, ses the gals. I tell you there was, ses the landlord, getting is colour back, with temper.

Yes, yes; I know all about it, ses is wife. You come inside for a bit; and, Gertie, you bring your father in a soda  a large soda.

They got im in arter a lot o trouble; but three times e came back as far as the door, olding on to them, and taking a little peep at me. The last time he shook his ead at me, and said if I did it agin I could go and get my arf-pints somewhere else.

I finished the beer wot the actor ad left, and, arter telling the landlord I oped his eyesight ud be better in the morning, I went outside, and arter a careful look round walked back to the wharf.

I pushed the wicket open a little way and peeped in. The actor was standing just by the fust crane talking to two of the hands off of the Saltram. Hed got is back to the light, but ow it was they didnt twig his voice I cant think.

They was so busy talking that I crept along by the side of the wall and got to the office without their seeing me. I went into the private office and turned out the gas there, and sat down to wait for im. Then I eard a noise outside that took me to the door agin and kept me there, olding on to the door-post and gasping for my breath. The cook of the Saltram was sitting on a paraffin-cask playing the mouth-orgin, and the actor, with is arms folded across his stummick, was dancing a horn-pipe as if hed gorn mad.

I never saw anything so ridikerlous in my life, and when I recollected that they thought it was me, I thought I should ha dropped.

A night-watchman cant be too careful, and I knew that it ud be all over Wapping next morning that I ad been dancing to a tuppenny-hapenny mouth-orgin played by a ships cook. A man that does is dooty always has a lot of people ready to believe the worst of im.

I went back into the dark office and waited, and by and by I eard them coming along to the gate and patting im on the back and saying he ought to be in a pantermime instead o wasting is time night-watching. He left em at the gate, and then e came into the office smiling as if hed done something clever.

Wot dye think of me for a understudy? he ses, laughing. They all thought it was you. There wasnt one of em ad the slightest suspicion  not one.

And wot about my character? I ses, folding my arms acrost my chest and looking at him.

Character? he ses, staring. Why, theres no arm in dancing; its a innercent enjoyment.

It aint one o my innercent enjoyments, I ses, and I dont want to get the credit of it. If they hadnt been sitting in a pub all the evening theyd ave spotted you at once.

Oh! he ses, very huffy. How?

Your voice, I ses. You try and mimic a poll-parrot, and think its like me. And, for another thing, you walk about as though youre stuffed with sawdust.

I beg your pardon, he ses; the voice and the walk are exact. Exact.

Wot? I ses, looking im up and down. You stand there and ave the impudence to tell me that my voice is like that?

I do, he ses.

Then Im sorry for you, I ses. I thought youd got more sense.

He stood looking at me and gnawing is finger, and by and by he ses, Are you married? he ses.

I am, I ses, very short.

Where do you live? he ses.

I told im.

Very good, he ses; praps Ill be able to convince you arter all. By the way, wot do you call your wife? Missis?

Yes, I ses, staring at him. But wots it got to do with you?

Nothing, he ses. Nothing. Only Im going to try the poll-parrot voice and the sawdust walk on her, thats all. If I can deceive er thatll settle it.

Deceive her? I ses. Do you think Im going to let you go round to my ouse and get me into trouble with the missis like that? Why, you must be crazy; that dancing must ave got into your ead.

Wheres the arm? he ses, very sulky.

Arm? I ses. I wont ave it, thats all; and if you knew my missis youd know without any telling.

Ill bet you a pound to a sixpence she wouldnt know me, he ses, very earnest.

She wont ave the chance, I ses, so thats all about it.

He stood there argufying for about ten minutes; but I was as firm as a rock. I wouldnt move an inch, and at last, arter we was both on the point of losing our tempers, he picked up his bag and said as ow he must be getting off ome.

But aint you going to take those things off fust? I ses.

No, he ses, smiling. Ill wait till I get ome. Ta-ta.

He put is bag on is shoulder and walked to the gate, with me follering of im.

I expect I shall see a cab soon, he ses. Good-bye.

Wot are you laughing at? I ses.

Ony thoughts, he ses.

Ave you got far to go? I ses.

No; just about the same distance as you ave, he ses, and he went off spluttering like a soda-water bottle.

I took the broom and ad a good sweep-up arter he ad gorn, and I was just in the middle of it when the cook and the other two chaps from the Saltram came back, with three other sailormen and a brewers drayman they ad brought to see me DANCE!

Same as you did a little while ago, Bill, ses the cook, taking out is beastly mouth-orgin and wiping it on is sleeve. Wot toon would you like?

I couldnt get away from em, and when I told them I ad never danced in my life the cook asked me where I expected to go to. He told the drayman that Id been dancing like a fairy in sea-boots, and they all got in front of me and wouldnt let me pass. I lost my temper at last, and, arter they ad taken the broom away from me and the drayman and one o the sailormen ad said wot theyd do to me if I was ony fifty years younger, they sheered off.

I locked the gate arter em and went back to the office, and I adnt been there above arf an hour when somebody started ringing the gate-bell as if they was mad. I thought it was the cooks lot come back at fust, so I opened the wicket just a trifle and peeped out. There was a ansom-cab standing outside, and I ad hardly got my nose to the crack when the actor-chap, still in my clothes, pushed the door open and nipped in.

Youve lost, he ses, pushing the door to and smiling all over. Wheres your sixpence?

Lost? I ses, hardly able to speak. Dye mean to tell me youve been to my wife arter all  arter all I said to you?

I do, he ses, nodding, and smiling agin. They were both deceived as easy as easy.

Both? I ses, staring at im. Both wot? Ow many wives dye think Ive got? Wot dye mean by it?

Arter I left you, he ses, giving me a little poke in the ribs, I picked up a cab and, fust leaving my bag at Aldgate, I drove on to your ouse and knocked at the door. I knocked twice, and then an angry-looking woman opened it and asked me wot I wanted.

Its all right, missis, I ses. Ive got arf an hour off, and Ive come to take you out for a walk.

Wot? she ses, drawing back with a start.

Just a little turn round to see the shops, I ses; and if theres anything particler youd like and it dont cost too much, you shall ave it.

I thought at fust, from the way she took it, she wasnt used to you giving er things.

Ow dare you! she ses. Ill ave you locked up. Ow dare you insult a respectable married woman! You wait till my usband comes ome.

But I am your usband, I ses. Dont you know me, my pretty? Dont you know your pet sailor-boy?

She gave a screech like a steam-injin, and then she went next door and began knocking away like mad. Then I see that I ad gorn to number twelve instead of number fourteen. Your wife, your real wife, came out of number fourteen  and she was worse than the other. But they both thought it was you  theres no doubt of that. They chased me all the way up the road, and if it adnt ha been for this cab that was just passing I dont know wot would ave appened to me.

He shook his ead and smiled agin, and, arter opening the wicket a trifle and telling the cabman he shouldnt be long, he turned to me and asked me for the sixpence, to wear on his watch-chain.

Sixpence! I ses. SIXPENCE! Wot do you think is going to appen to me when I go ome?

Oh, I adnt thought o that, he ses. Yes, o course.

Wot about my wifes jealousy? I ses. Wot about the other, and her usband, a cooper as big as a ouse?

Well, well, he ses, one cant think of everything. Itll be all the same a hundred years hence.

Look ere, I ses, taking is shoulder in a grip of iron. You come back with me now in that cab and explain. Dye see? Thats wot youve got to do.

All right, he ses; certainly. Is  is the husband bad-tempered?

Youll see, I ses; but thats your business. Come along.

With pleasure, he ses, elping me in. Arf a mo while I tell the cabby where to drive to.

He went to the back o the cab, and afore I knew wot had appened the orse had got a flick over the head with the whip and was going along at a gallop. I kept putting the little flap up and telling the cabby to stop, but he didnt take the slightest notice. Arter Id done it three times he kept it down so as I couldnt open it.

There was a crowd round my door when the cab drove up, and in the middle of it was my missis, the woman next door, and er husband, wot ad just come ome. Arf a dozen of em helped me out, and afore I could say a word the cabman drove off and left me there.

I dream of it now sometimes: standing there explaining and explaining, until, just as I feel I cant bear it any longer, two policemen come up and elp me indoors. If they had elped my missis outside it would be a easier dream to have.


DEEP WATERS
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SHAREHOLDERS

Sailor man  said the night-watchman, musingly  a sailorman is like a fish he is safest when e is at sea. When a fish comes ashore it is in for trouble, and so is sailorman. One poor chap I knew ardly ever came ashore without getting married; and he was found out there was no less than six wimmen in the court all taking away is character at once. And when he spoke up Solomon the magistrate pretty near bit is ead off.

Then look at the trouble they get in with their money! They come ashore from a long trip, smelling of it amost, and they go from port to port like a lord. Everybody has got their eye on that money  everybody except the sailorman, that is  and afore he knows wots appened, and who as got it, hes looking for a ship agin. When he aint robbed of is money, he wastes it; and when e dont do either, he loses it.

I knew one chap who hid is money. Hed been away ten months, and, knowing ow easy money goes, e made up sixteen pounds in a nice little parcel and hid it where nobody could find it. Thats wot he said, and praps e was right. All I know is, he never found it. I did the same thing myself once with a couple o quid I ran acrost unexpected, ony, unfortunately for me, I hid it the day afore my missus started er spring-cleaning.

One o the worst men I ever knew for getting into trouble when he came ashore was old Sam Small. If he couldnt find it by imself, Ginger Dick and Peter Russet would help im look for it. Generally speaking they found it without straining their eyesight.

I remember one time they was home, arter being away pretty near a year, and when they was paid off they felt like walking gold-mines. They went about smiling all over with good-temper and appiness, and for the first three days they was like brothers. That didnt last, of course, and on the fourth day Sam Small, arter saying wot e would do to Ginger and Peter if it wasnt for the police, went off by imself.

His temper passed off arter a time, and e began to look cheerful agin. It was a lovely morning, and, having nothing to do and plenty in is pocket to do it with, he went along like a schoolboy with a arf holiday. He went as far as Stratford on the top of a tram for a mouthful o fresh air, and came back to his favourite coffee-shop with a fine appetite for dinner. There was a very nice gentlemanly chap sitting opposite im, and the way he begged Sams pardon for splashing gravy over im made Sam take a liking to him at once. Nicely dressed he was, with a gold pin in is tie, and a fine gold watch-chain acrost his weskit; and Sam could see he ad been brought up well by the way he used is knife and fork. He kept looking at Sam in a thoughtful kind o way, and at last he said wot a beautiful morning it was, and wot a fine day it must be in the country. In a little while they began to talk like a couple of old friends, and he told Sam all about is father, wot was a clergyman in the country, and Sam talked about a father of his as was living private on three undred a year.

Ah, moneys a useful thing, ses the man.

It aint everything, ses Sam. It wont give you appiness. Ive run through a lot in my time, so I ought to know.

I expect youve got a bit left, though, ses the man, with a wink.

Sam laughed and smacked is pocket. Ive got a trifle to go on with, he ses, winking back. I never feel comfortable without a pound or two in my pocket.

You look as though youre just back from a vyge, ses the man, looking at im very hard.

I am, ses Sam, nodding. Just back arter ten months, and Im going to spend a bit o money afore I sign on agin, I can tell you.

Thats wot it was given to us for, ses the man, nodding at him.

They both got up to go at the same time and walked out into the street together, and, when Sam asked im whether he might have the pleasure of standing im a drink, he said he might. He talked about the different kinds of drink as they walked along till Sam, wot was looking for a high- class pub, got such a raging thirst on im he hardly knew wot to do with imself. He passed several pubs, and walked on as fast as he could to the Three Widders.

Do you want to go in there partikler? ses the man, stopping at the door.

No, ses Sam, staring.

Cos I know a place where they sell the best glass o port wine in London, ses the man.

He took Sam up two or three turnings, and then led him into a quiet little pub in a back street. There was a cosy little saloon bar with nobody in it, and, arter Sam had ad two port wines for the look of the thing, he ad a pint o six-ale because he liked it. His new pal had one too, and he ad just taken a pull at it and wiped his mouth, when e noticed a little bill pinned up at the back of the bar.

Lost, between  the Mint and  Tower Stairs, he ses, leaning forward and reading very slow, a gold  locket  set with  diamonds. Whoever will  return  the same to  Mr. Smith  Orange Villa  Barnet  will receive  thirty pounds  reward.

Ow much? ses Sam, starting. Thirty pounds, ses the man. Must be a good locket. Whered you get that? he ses, turning to the barmaid.

Gentleman came in an hour ago, ses the gal, and, arter he had ad two or three drinks with the guvnor, he asks im to stick it up. Arf crying he was  said it ad belonged to his old woman wot died.

She went off to serve a customer at the other end of the bar wot was making little dents in it with his pot, and the man came back and sat down by Sam agin, and began to talk about horse-racing. At least, he tried to, but Sam couldnt talk of nothing but that locket, and wot a nice steady sailorman could do with thirty pounds.

Well, praps youll find it, ses the man, chaffing-like. Ave another pint.

Sam had one, but it only made im more solemn, and he got in quite a temper as e spoke about casuals loafing about on Tower Hill with their ands in their pockets, and taking gold lockets out of the mouths of hard-working sailormen.

It mightnt be found yet, ses the man, speaking thoughtful-like. Its wonderful how long a thingll lay sometimes. Wot about going and aving a look for it?

Sam shook his ead at fust, but arter turning the thing over in his mind, and aving another look at the bill, and copying down the name and address for luck, e said praps they might as well walk that way as anywhere else.

Something seems to tell me weve got a chance, ses the man, as they stepped outside.

Its a funny feeling and I cant explain it, but it always means good luck. Last time I had it an aunt o mine swallered er false teeth and left me five undred pounds.

Theres aunts and aunts, ses Sam, grunting. I ad one once, but if she had swallered er teeth shed ha been round to me to help er buy some new ones. Thats the sort she was.

Mind! ses the man, patting im on the shoulder, if we do find this, I dont want any of it. Ive got all I want. Its all for you.

They went on like a couple o brothers arter that, especially Sam, and when they got to the Mint they walked along slow down Tower Hill looking for the locket. It was awkward work, because, if people saw them looking about, theyd ave started looking too, and twice Sam nearly fell over owing to walking like a man with a stiff neck and squinting down both sides of his nose at once. When they got as far as the Stairs they came back on the other side of the road, and they ad turned to go back agin when a docker-looking chap stopped Sams friend and spoke to im.

Ive got no change, my man, ses Sams pal, pushing past him.

I aint begging, guvnor, ses the chap, follering im up. Im trying to sell some-thing.

Wot is it? ses the other, stopping.

The man looked up and down the street, and then he put his ead near them and whispered.

Eh? ses Sams pal.

Something I picked up, ses the man, still a-whispering.

Sam got a pinch on the arm from is pal that nearly made him scream, then they both stood still, staring at the docker.

Wot is it? ses Sam, at last.

The docker looked over his shoulder agin, and then e put his and in his trouser-pocket and just showed em a big, fat gold locket with diamonds stuck all over it. Then he shoved it back in is pocket, while Sams pal was giving im a pinch worse than wot the other was.

Its the one, he ses, in a whisper. Lets ave another look at it, he ses to the docker.

The man fished it out of his pocket agin, and held on to it tight while they looked at it.

Where did you find it? ses Sam.

Found it over there, just by the Mint, ses the man, pointing.
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Wot dye want for it? ses Sams pal.

As much as I can get, ses the man. I dont quite know ow much its worth, thats the worst of it. Wot dye say to twenty pounds, and chance it?

Sam laughed  the sort of laugh a pal ad once give him a black eye for.

Twenty pounds! he ses; twenty pounds! Ave you gorn out of your mind, or wot? Ill give you a couple of quid for it.

Well, its all right, captin, ses the man, theres no arm done. Ill try somebody else  or praps therell be a big reward for it. I dont believe it was bought for a undred pounds.

He was just sheering off when Sams pal caught im by the arm and asked him to let im have another look at it. Then he came back to Sam and led im a little way off, whispering to im that it was the chance of a life time.

And if you prefer to keep it for a little while and then sell it, instead of getting the reward for it, I dare say it would be worth a hundred pounds to you, e ses.

I aint got twenty pounds, ses Sam.

Ow much ave you got? ses his pal.

Sam felt in is pockets, and the docker came up and stood watching while he counted it. Altogether it was nine pounds fourteen shillings and tuppence.

Praps youve got some more at ome, ses his pal.

Not a farthing, ses Sam, which was true as far as the farthing went.

Or praps you could borrer some, ses his pal, in a soft, kind voice. Id lend it to you with pleasure, ony I havent got it with me.

Sam shook his ead, and at last, arter the docker ad said he wouldnt let it go for less than twenty, even to save is life, he let it go for the nine pounds odd, a silver watch-chain, two cigars wot Sam ad been sitting on by mistake, and a sheath-knife.

Shove it in your pocket and dont let a soul see it, ses the man, handing over the locket. I might as well give it away amost. But it cant be elped.

He went off up the ill shaking his ead, and Sams pal, arter watching him for a few seconds, said good-bye in a hurry and went off arter im to tell him to keep is mouth shut about it.

Sam walked back to his lodgings on air, as the saying is, and even did a little bit of a skirt-dance to a pianner-organ wot was playing. Peter and Ginger was out, and so was his land-lady, a respectable woman as was minding the rest of is money for him, and when he asked er little gal, a kid of eleven, to trust im for some tin she gave im a lecture on wasting his money instead wot took is breath away  all but a word or two.

He got some of is money from his landlady at eight oclock, arter listening to er for arf an hour, and then he ad to pick it up off of the floor, and say Thank you for it.

He went to bed afore Ginger and Peter came in, but e was so excited he couldnt sleep, and long arter they was in bed he laid there and thought of all the different ways of spending a undred pounds. He kept taking the locket from under is piller and feeling it; then he felt e must ave another look at it, and arter coughing ard two or three times and calling out to the other two not to snore  to see if they was awake  he got out o bed and lit the candle. Ginger and Peter was both fast asleep, with their eyes screwed up and their mouths wide open, and e sat on the bed and looked at the locket until he was amost dazzled.

Ullo, Sam! ses a voice. Wot ave you got there?

Sam nearly fell off the bed with surprise and temper. Then e hid the locket in his and and blew out the candle.

Who gave it to you? ses Ginger.

You get off to sleep, and mind your own bisness, ses Sam, grinding is teeth.

He got back into bed agin and laid there listening to Ginger waking up Peter. Peter woke up disagreeable, but when Ginger told im that Sam ad stole a gold locket as big as a saucer, covered with diamonds, he altered is mind.

Lets ave a look at it, he ses, sitting up.

Gingers dreaming, ses Sam, in a shaky voice. I aint got no locket. Wot dyou think I want a locket for?

Ginger got out o bed and lit the candle agin. Come on! he ses, lets ave a look at it. I wasnt dreaming. Ive been awake all the time, watching you.

Sam shut is eyes and turned his back to them.

Hes gone to sleep, pore old chap, ses Ginger. Well ave a look at it without waking im. You take that side, Peter! Mind you dont disturb im.

He put his and in under the bed-cloes and felt all up and down Sams back, very careful. Sam stood it for arf a minute, and then e sat up in bed and behaved more like a windmill than a man.

Hold his ands, ses Ginger.

Hold em yourself, ses Peter, dabbing is nose with his shirt-sleeve.

Well, were going to see it, ses Ginger, if we have to make enough noise to rouse the ouse. Fust of all were going to ask you perlite; then we shall get louder and louder. Show us the locket wot you stole, Sam!

Show  us  the  diamond locket! ses Peter.

Its my turn, Peter, ses Ginger. One, two, three. SHOW  US  TH  

Shut up, ses Sam, trembling all over. Ill show it to you if you stop your noise.

He put his and under his piller, but afore he showed it to em he sat up in bed and made em a little speech. He said e never wanted to see their faces agin as long as he lived, and why Gingers mother adnt put im in a pail o cold water when e was born e couldnt understand. He said e didnt believe that even a mother could love a baby that looked like a cod-fish with red air, and as for Peter Russet, e believed his mother died of fright.

Thatll do, ses Ginger, as Sam stopped to get is breath. Are you going to show us the locket, or ave we got to shout agin?

Sam swallered something that nearly choked im, and then he opened his and and showed it to them. Peter told im to wave it so as they could see the diamonds flash, and then Ginger waved the candle to see ow they looked that way, and pretty near set pore Sams whiskers on fire.

They didnt leave im alone till they knew as much about it as he could tell em, and they both of em told im that if he took a reward of thirty pounds for it, instead of selling it for a undred, he was a bigger fool than he looked.

I shall turn it over in my mind, ses Sam, sucking is teeth. When I want your advice Ill ask you for it.

We wasnt thinking of you, ses Ginger; we was thinking of ourselves.

You! ses Sam, with a bit of a start. Wots it got to do with you?

Our sharell be bigger, thats all, ses Ginger.

Much bigger, ses Peter. I couldnt dream of letting it go at thirty. Its chucking money away. Why, we might get two undred for it. Who knows?

Sam sat on the edge of is bed like a man in a dream, then e began to make a noise like a cat with a fish-bone in its throat, and then e stood up and let fly.

Dont stop im, Peter, ses Ginger. Let im go on; itll do him good.

Hes forgot all about that penknife you picked up and went shares in, ses Peter. I wouldnt be mean for twenty lockets.

Nor me neither, ses Ginger. But we wont let im be mean  for is own sake. Well ave our rights.

Rights! ses Sam. Rights! You didnt find it.

We always go shares if we find anything, ses Ginger. Wheres your memory, Sam? But I didnt find it, ses Sam.

No, you bought it, ses Peter, and if you dont go shares well split on you  see? Then you cant sell it anyway, and perhaps you wont even get the reward. We can be at Orange Villa as soon as wot you can.

Sooner, ses Ginger, nodding. But theres no need to do that. If e dont go shares Ill slip round to the police-station fust thing in the morning.

You know the way there all right, ses Sam, very bitter.

And we dont want none o your back-answers, ses Ginger. Are you going shares or not?

Wot about the money I paid for it? ses Sam, and my trouble?

Ginger and Peter sat down on the bed to talk it over, and at last, arter calling themselves a lot o bad names for being too kind-earted, they offered im five pounds each for their share in the locket.

And that means youve got your share for next to nothing, Sam, ses Ginger.

Some people wouldnt ave given you any-thing, ses Peter.

Sam gave way at last, and then e stood by making nasty remarks while Ginger wrote out a paper for them all to sign, because he said he had known Sam such a long time.

It was amost daylight afore they got to sleep, and the fust thing Ginger did when he woke was to wake Sam up, and offer to shake ands with him. The noise woke Peter up, and, as Sam wouldnt shake ands with im either, they both patted him on the back instead.

They made him take em to the little pub, arter breakfast, to read the bill about the reward. Sam didnt mind going, as it appened, as he oped to meet is new pal there and tell im his troubles, but, though they stayed there some time, e didnt turn up. He wasnt at the coffee-shop for dinner, neither.

Peter and Ginger was in igh spirits, and, though Sam told em plain that he would sooner walk about with a couple of real pickpockets, they wouldnt leave im an inch.

Anybody could steal it off of you, Sam, ses Ginger, patting im on the weskit to make sure the locket was still there. Its a good job youve got us to look arter you.

We must buy im a money-belt with a pocket in it, ses Peter.

Ginger nodded at im. Yes, he ses, that would be safer. And hed better wear it next to is skin, with everything over it. I should feel more comfortable then.

And wot about me? says Sam, turning on im.

Well, well take it in turns, ses Ginger. You one day, and then me, and then Peter.

Sam gave way at last, as arter all he could see it was the safest thing to do, but he ad so much to say about it that they got fair sick of the sound of is voice. They ad to go ome for im to put the belt on; and then at seven oclock in the evening, arter Sam had ad two or three pints, they had to go ome agin, cos he was complaining of tight-lacing.

Ginger had it on next day and he went ome five times. The other two went with im in case he lost imself, and stood there making nasty remarks while he messed imself up with a pennorth of cold cream. It was a cheap belt, and pore Ginger said that, when they ad done with it, it would come in handy for sand-paper.

Peter didnt like it any better than the other two did, and twice they ad to speak to im about stopping in the street and trying to make imself more comfortable by wriggling. Sam said people misunderstood it.

Arter that they agreed to wear it outside their shirt, and even then Ginger said it scratched im. And every day they got more and more worried about wot was the best thing to do with the locket, and whether it would be safe to try and sell it. The idea o walking about with a fortune in their pockets that they couldnt spend amost drove em crazy.

The longer we keep it, the safer itll be, ses Sam, as they was walking down Hounds-ditch one day.

Well sell it when Im sixty, ses Ginger, nasty-like.

Then old Sam wont be ere to have is share, ses Peter.

Sam was just going to answer em back, when he stopped and began to smile instead. Straight in front of im was the gentleman he ad met in the coffee-shop, coming along with another man, and he just ad time to see that it was the docker who ad sold him the locket, when they both saw im. They turned like a flash, and, afore Sam could get is breath, bolted up a little alley and disappeared.

Wots the row? ses Ginger, staring.

Sam didnt answer im. He stood there struck all of a heap.

Do you know em? ses Peter.

Sam couldnt answer im for a time. He was doing a bit of ard thinking.

Chap I ad a row with the other night, he ses, at last.

He walked on very thoughtful, and the more e thought, the less e liked it. He was so pale that Ginger thought e was ill and advised im to ave a drop o brandy. Peter recommended rum, so to please em he ad both. It brought is colour back, but not is cheerfulness.

He gave em both the slip next morning; which was easy, as Ginger was wearing the locket, and, arter fust aving a long ride for nothing owing to getting in the wrong train, he got to Barnet.

It was a big place; big enough to ave a dozen Orange Villas, but pore Sam couldnt find one. It wasnt for want of trying neither.

He asked at over twenty shops, and the post-office, and even went to the police-station. He must ha walked six or seven miles looking for it, and at last, arf ready to drop, e took the train back.

He ad some sausages and mashed potatoes with a pint o stout at a place in Bishopsgate, and then e started to walk ome. The only comfort he ad was the thought of the ten pounds Ginger and Peter ad paid im; and when he remembered that he began to cheer up and even smile. By the time he got ome e was beaming all over is face.

Whereve you been? ses Ginger.

Enjoying myself by myself, ses Sam.

Please yourself, ses Peter, very severe, but whered you ha been if we ad sold the locket and skipped, eh?

You wouldnt ave enjoyed yourself by yourself then, ses Ginger. Yes, you may laugh!

Sam didnt answer im, but he sat down on is bed and is shoulders shook till Ginger lost his temper and gave him a couple o thumps on the back that pretty near broke it.

All right, ses Sam, very firm. Now you ave done for yourselves. I ad amost made up my mind to go shares; now you shant ave a hapenny.

Ginger laughed then. Ho! he ses, and ow are you going to prevent it?

Weve got the locket, Sam, ses Peter, smiling and shaking his ead at im.

And well mind it till its sold, ses Ginger.

Sam laughed agin, short and nasty. Then he undressed imself very slow and got into bed. At twelve oclock, just as Ginger was dropping off, he began to laugh agin, and e only stopped when e heard Ginger getting out of bed to im.

He stayed in bed next morning, cos he said is sides was aching, but e laughed agin as they was going out, and when they came back he ad gorn.

We never know ow much we like anything till we lose it. A week arterwards, as Ginger was being elped out of a pawnshop by Peter, he said e would give all he adnt got for the locket to be near enough to Sam to hear im laugh agin.


PAYING OFF

My biggest fault, said the night-watchman, gloomily, has been good nature. Ive spent the best part of my life trying to do my fellow-creeturs a good turn. And what do I get for it? If all the people Ive helped was to come ere now there wouldnt be standing room for them on this wharf. Arf of them would be pushed overboard  and a good place for em, too.

Ive been like it all my life. I was good-natured enough to go to sea as a boy because a skipper took a fancy to me and wanted my elp, and when I got older I was good-natured enough to get married. All my life Ive given elp and advice free, and only a day or two ago one of em wot I ad given it to came round here with her usband and er two brothers and er mother and two or three people from the same street, to see her give me wot for.

Another fault o mine has been being sharp. Most people make mistakes, and they cant bear to see anybody as dont. Over and over agin I have showed people ow silly they ave been to do certain things, and told em wot I should ha done in their place, but I cant remember one that ever gave me a thank you for it.

There was a man ere arf an hour ago that reminded me of both of these faults. He came in a-purpose to remind me, and e brought a couple o grinning, brass-faced monkeys with im to see im do it. I was sitting on that barrel when he came, and arter two minutes I felt as if I was sitting on red-ot cinders. He purtended he ad come in for the sake of old times and to ask arter my ealth, and all the time he was doing is best to upset me to amuse them two pore objecks e ad brought with im.

Captin Mellun is his name, and e was always a foolish, soft-eaded sort o man, and how he as kept is job I cant think. He used to trade between this wharf and Bristol on a little schooner called the Firefly, and seeing wot a silly, foolish kind o man he was, I took a little bit o notice of im. Many and many a time when e was going to do something hed ha been sorry for arterwards I ave taken im round to the Bears Head and stood im pint arter pint until he began to see reason and own up that I was in the right.

His crew was amost as bad as wot he was, and all in one month one o the ands gave a man ten shillings for a dimond ring he saw im pick up, wot turned out to be worth fourpence, and another one gave five bob for a meerschaum pipe made o chalk. When I pointed out to em wot fools they was they didnt like it, and a week arterwards, when the skipper gave a man in a pub is watch and chain and two pounds to hold, to show is confidence in im, and I told im exactly wot I thought of him, e didnt like it.

Youre too sharp, Bill, he says, sneering like. My opinion is that the pore man was run over. He told me e should only be away five minutes. And he ad got an honest face: nice open blue eyes, and a smile that done you good to look at.

Youve been swindled, I ses, and you know it. If Id been done like that I should never hold up my ead agin. Why, a child o five would know better. You and your crew all seem to be tarred with the same brush. You aint fit to be trusted out alone.

I believe e told his ands wot I said; anyway, two bits o coke missed me by arf an inch next evening, and for some weeks not one of em spoke a word to me. When they see me coming they just used to stand up straight and twist their nose.

It didnt urt me, o course. I took no notice of em. Even when one of em fell over the broom I was sweeping with I took no notice of im. I just went on with my work as if e wasnt there.

I suppose they ad been in the sulks about a month, and I was sitting ere one evening getting my breath arter a couple o hours ard work, when one of em, George Tebb by name, came off the ship and nodded to me as he passed.

Evening, Bill, he ses.

Evening, I ses, rather stiff.

I wanted a word with you, Bill, he ses, in a low voice. In fact, I might go so far as to say I want to ask you to do me a favour.

I looked at him so ard that he coughed and looked away.

We might talk about it over a arf-pint, he ses.

No, thank you, I ses. I ad a arf-pint the day before yesterday, and Im not thirsty.

He stood there fidgeting about for a bit, and then he puts his and on my shoulder.

Well, come to the end of the jetty, he ses. Ive got something private to say.

I got up slow-like and followed im. I wasnt a bit curious. Not a bit. But if a man asks for my elp I always give it.

Its like this, he ses, looking round careful, only I dont want the other chaps to hear because I dont want to be laughed at. Last week an old uncle o mine died and left me thirty pounds. Its just a week ago, and Ive already got through five of em, and besides that the number of chaps that want to borrow ten bob for a couple o days would surprise you.

I aint so easy surprised, I ses, shaking my ead.

It aint safe with me, he ses; and the favour I want you to do is to take care of it for me. I know itll go if I keep it. Ive got it locked up in this box. And if you keep the box Ill keep the key, and when I want a bit Ill come and see you about it.

He pulled a little box out of is pocket and rattled it in my ear.

Theres five-and-twenty golden goblins in there, he ses. If you take charge of em theyll be all right. If you dont, Im pretty certain I shant ave one of em in a week or twos time.

At fust I said I wouldnt ave anything to do with it, but he begged so ard that I began to alter my mind.

Youre as honest as daylight, Bill, he ses, very earnest. I dont know another man in the world I could trust with twenty-five quid  especially myself. Now, put it in your pocket and look arter it for me. One of the quids in it is for you, for your trouble.

He slipped the box in my coat-pocket, and then he said is mind was so relieved that e felt like arf a pint. I was for going to the Bears Head, the place I generally go to, because it is next door to the wharf, so to speak, but George wanted me to try the beer at another place he knew of.

The wharfs all right, he ses. Theres one or two ands on the ship, and they wont let anybody run away with it.

From wot he said I thought the pub was quite close, but instead o that I should think we walked pretty nearly a mile afore we got there. Nice snug place it was, and the beer was all right, although, as I told George Tebb, it didnt seem to me any better than the stuff at the Bears Head.

He stood me two arf-pints and was just going to order another, when e found e adnt got any money left, and he wouldnt hear of me paying for it, because e said it was his treat.

Well ave a quid out o the box, he ses. I must ave one to go on with, anyway. I shook my ead at im.

Only one, he ses, and thatll last me a fortnight. Besides, I want to give you the quid I promised you.

I gave way at last, and he put his and in is trouser-pocket for the key, and then found it wasnt there.

I must ha left it in my chest, he ses. Ill op back and get it. And afore I could prevent im he ad waved his and at me and gorn.

My fust idea was to go arter im, but I knew I couldnt catch im, and if I tried to meet im coming back I should most likely miss im through the side streets. So I sat there with my pipe and waited.

I suppose I ad been sitting down waiting for him for about ten minutes, when a couple o sailormen came into the bar and began to make themselves a nuisance. Big fat chaps they was, and both of em more than arf sprung. And arter calling for a pint apiece they began to take a little notice of me.

Where dyou come from? ses one of em. Ome, I ses, very quiet.

Its a good place ome, ses the chap, shaking his ead. Can you sing Ome, Sweet Ome? You seem to ave got wot I might call a singing face.

Never mind about my face, I ses, very sharp. You mind wot youre doing with that beer. Youll ave it over in a minute.

The words was ardly out of my mouth afore e gave a lurch and spilt his pint all over me. From ead to foot I was dripping with beer, and I was in such a temper I wonder I didnt murder im; but afore I could move they both pulled out their pocket-ankerchers and started to rub me down.

Thatll do, I ses at last, arter they ad walked round me arf-a-dozen times and patted me all over to see if I was dry. You get off while youre safe.

It was my mistake, mate, ses the chap who ad spilt the beer.

You get outside, I ses. Go on, both of you, afore I put you out.

They gave one look at me, standing there with my fists clenched, and then they went out like lambs, and I eard em trot round the corner as though they was afraid I was following. I felt a little bit damp and chilly, but beer is like sea-water  you dont catch cold through it  and I sat down agin to wait for George Tebb.

He came in smiling and out o breath in about ten minutes time, with the key in is and, and as soon as I told im wot had appened to me with the beer he turned to the landlord and ordered me six o rum ot at once.

Drink that up, he ses, anding it to me; but fust of all give me the box, so as I can pay for it.

I put my and in my pocket. Then I put it in the other one, and arter that I stood staring at George Tebb and shaking all over.

Wots the matter? Wot are you looking like that for? he ses.

It must ha been them two, I ses, choking. While they was purtending to dry me and patting me all over they must ave taken it out of my pocket.

Wot are you talking about? ses George, staring at me.

The box as gorn, I ses, putting down the ot rum and feeling in my trouser-pocket. The box as gorn, and them two must ave taken it.

Gorn! ses George. Gorn! My box with twenty-five pounds in, wot I trusted you with, gorn? Wot are you talking about? It cant be  its too crool!

He made such a noise that the landlord wot was waiting for is money, asked im wot he meant by it, and, arter he ad explained, Im blest if the landlord didnt advise him to search me. I stood still and let George go through my pockets, and then I told im I ad done with im and I never wanted to see im agin as long as I lived.

I dare say, ses George, I dare say. But youll come along with me to the wharf and see the skipper. Im not going to lose five-and-twenty quid through your carelessness.

I marched along in front of im with my ead in the air, and when he spoke to me I didnt answer him. He went aboard the ship when we got to the wharf, and a minute or two arterwards e came to the side and said the skipper wanted to see me.

The airs the skipper gave imself was sickening. He sat down there in is miserable little rat-ole of a cabin and acted as if e was a judge and I was a prisoner. Most of the ands ad squeezed in there too, and the things they advised George to do to me was remarkable.

Silence! ses the skipper. Now, watchman, tell me exactly ow this thing appened.

Ive told you once, I ses.

I know, ses the skipper, but I want you to tell me again to see if you contradict yourself. I cant understand ow such a clever man as you could be done so easy.

I thought I should ha bust, but I kept my face wonderful. I just asked im wot the men was like that got off with is watch and chain and two pounds, in case they might be the same.

Thats different, he ses.

Oh! ses I. Ow?

I lost my own property, he ses, but you lost Georges, and ow a man like you, thats so much sharper and cleverer than other people, could be had so easy, I cant think. Why, a child of five would ha known better.

A baby in arms would ha known better, ses the man wot ad bought the dimond ring. Ow could you ave been so silly, Bill? At your time o life, too!

Thats neither ere nor there, ses the skip-per. The watchman has lost twenty-five quid belonging to one o my men. The question is, wot is he going to do about it?

Nothing, I ses. I didnt ask im to let me mind the box. He done it of is own free will. Its got nothing to do with me.

Oh, hasnt it? ses the skipper, drawing imself up. I dont want to be too ard on you, but at the same time I cant let my man suffer. Ill make it as easy as I can, and I order you to pay im five shillings a week till the twenty-five pounds is cleared off.

I laughed; I couldnt elp it. I just stood there and laughed at im.

If you dont, ses the skipper, then I shall lay the facts of the case afore the guvnor. Whether hell object to you being in a pub a mile away, taking care of a box of gold while you was supposed to be taking care of the wharf, is his bisness. My bisness is to see that my man as is rights.

Ear, ear ! ses the crew.

You please yourself, watchman, ses the skipper. Youre such a clever man that no doubt you could get a better job to-morrow. There must be eaps of people wanting a man like you. Its for you to decide. Thats all Ive got to say  five bob a week till pore George as got is money back, or else I put the case afore the guvnor. Wot did you say?

I said it agin, and, as e didnt seem to understand, I said it once more.

Please yourself, e ses, when I ad finished. Youre an old man, and five bob a week cant be much loss to you. Youve got nothing to spend it on, at your time o life. And youve got a very soft job ere. Wot?

I didnt answer im. I just turned round, and, arter giving a man wot stood in my way a punch in the chest, I got up on deck and on to the wharf, and said my little say all alone to myself, behind the crane.

I paid the fust five bob to George Tebb the next time the ship was up, and arter biting em over and over agin and then ringing em on the deck e took the other chaps round to the Bears Head.

Praps its just as well its appened, he ses. Five bob a week for nearly two years aint to be sneezed at. Its slow, but its sure.

I thought e was joking at fust, but arter working it out in the office with a bit o pencil and paper I thought I should ha gorn crazy. And when I complained about the time to George e said I could make it shorter if I liked by paying ten bob a week, but e thought the steady five bob a week was best for both of us.

I got to ate the sight of im. Every week regular as clockwork he used to come round to me with his and out, and then go and treat is mates to beer with my money. If the ship came up in the day-time, at six oclock in the evening hed be at the wharf gate waiting for me; and if it came up at night she was no sooner made fast than e was over the side patting my trouser-pocket and saying wot a good job it was for both of us that I was in steady employment.

Week arter week and month arter month I went on paying. I amost forgot the taste o beer, and if I could manage to get a screw o baccy a week I thought myself lucky. And at last, just as I thought I couldnt stand it any longer, the end came.

I ad just given George is weeks money  and ow I got it together that week I dont know  when one o the chaps came up and said the skipper wanted to see me on board at once.

Tell im if he wants to see me Im to be found on the wharf, I ses, very sharp.

He wants to see you about Georges money, ses the chap. I should go if I was you. My opinion is he wants to do you a good turn.

I ung fire for a bit, and then, arter sweeping up for a little while deliberate-like, I put down my broom and stepped aboard to see the skipper, wot was sitting on the cabin skylight purtending to read a newspaper.

He put it down when e see me, and George and the others, wot ad been standing in a little bunch forard, came aft and stood looking on.

I wanted to see you about this money, watchman, ses the skipper, putting on is beastly frills agin. O course, we all feel that to a pore man like you its a bit of a strain, and, as George ses, arter all you have been more foolish than wicked.

Much more, ses George.

I find that you ave now paid five bob a week for nineteen weeks, ses the skipper, and George as been kind enough and generous enough to let you off the rest. Theres no need for you to look bashful, George; its a credit to you.

I could ardly believe my ears. George stood there grinning like a stuck fool, and two o the chaps was on their best behaviour with their ands over their mouths and their eyes sticking out.

Thats all, watchman, ses the skipper; and I ope itll be a lesson to you not to neglect your dooty by going into public-ouses and taking charge of other peoples money when you aint fit for it.

I shant try to do anybody else a kindness agin, if thats wot you mean, I ses, looking at im.

No, youd better not, he ses. This partickler bit o kindness as cost you four pounds fifteen, and thats a curious thing when you come to think of it. Very curious.

Wot dye mean? I ses.

Why, he ses, grinning like a madman, its just wot we lost between us. I lost a watch and chain worth two pounds, and another couple o pounds besides; Joe lost ten shillings over is dimond ring; and Charlie lost five bob over a pipe. Thats four pounds fifteen  just the same as you.

Them silly fools stood there choking and sobbing and patting each other on the back as though theyd never leave off, and all of a sudden I ad a orrible suspicion that I ad been done.

Did you see the sovereigns in the box? I ses, turning to the skipper.

No, he ses, shaking his ead.

Ow do you know they was there, then? ses I.

Because you took charge of em, said the skipper; and I know wot a clever, sharp chap you are. It stands to reason that you wouldnt be responsible for a box like that unless you saw inside of it. Why, a child o five wouldnt!

I stood there looking at im, but he couldnt meet my eye. None of em could; and arter waiting there for a minute or two to give em a chance, I turned my back on em and went off to my dooty.


MADE TO MEASURE

Mr. Mott brought his niece home from the station with considerable pride. Although he had received a photograph to assist identification, he had been very dubious about accosting the pretty, well-dressed girl who had stepped from the train and gazed around with dove-like eyes in search of him. Now he was comfortably conscious of the admiring gaze of his younger fellow-townsmen.

Youll find it a bit dull after London, I expect, he remarked, as he inserted his key in the door of a small house in a quiet street.

Im tired of London, said Miss Garland. I think this is a beautiful little old town  so peaceful.

Mr. Mott looked gratified.

I hope youll stay a long time, he said, as he led the way into the small front room. Im a lonely old man.

His niece sank into an easy chair, and looked about her.

Thank you, she said, slowly. I hope I shall. I feel better already. There is so much to upset one in London.

Noise? queried Mr. Mott.

And other things, said Miss Garland, with a slight shudder.

Mr. Mott sighed in sympathy with the unknown, and, judging by his nieces expression, the unknowable. He rearranged the teacups, and, going to the kitchen, returned in a few minutes with a pot of tea.

Mrs. Pett leaves at three, he said, in explanation, to look after her children, but she comes back again at eight to look after my supper. And how is your mother?

Miss Garland told him.

Last letter I had from her, said Mr. Mott, stealing a glance at the girls ring-finger, I understood you were engaged.

His niece drew herself up.

Certainly not, she said, with considerable vigour. I have seen too much of married life. I prefer my freedom. Besides, I dont like men.

Mr. Mott said modestly that he didnt wonder at it, and, finding the subject uncongenial, turned the conversation on to worthier subjects. Miss Garlands taste, it seemed, lay in the direction of hospital nursing, or some other occupation beneficial to mankind at large. Simple and demure, she filled the simpler Mr. Mott with a strong sense of the shortcomings of his unworthy sex.

Within two days, under the darkling glance of Mrs. Pett, she had altered the arrangements of the house. Flowers appeared on the meal-table, knives and forks were properly cleaned, and plates no longer appeared ornamented with the mustard of a previous meal. Fresh air circulated through the house, and, passing from Mrs. Petts left knee to the lumbar region of Mr. Mott, went on its beneficent way rejoicing.

On the fifth day of her visit, Mr. Mott sat alone in the front parlour. The window was closed, the door was closed, and Mr. Mott, sitting in an easy chair with his feet up, was aroused from a sound nap by the door opening to admit a young man, who, deserted by Mrs. Pett, stood bowing awkwardly in the doorway.

Is Miss Garland in? he stammered.

Mr. Mott rubbed the remnants of sleep from his eyelids.

She has gone for a walk, he said, slowly.

The young man stood fingering his hat.

My name is Hurst, he said, with slight emphasis. Mr. Alfred Hurst.

Mr. Mott, still somewhat confused, murmured that he was glad to hear it.

I have come from London to see Florrie, continued the intruder. I suppose she wont be long?

Mr. Mott thought not, and after a moments hesitation invited Mr. Hurst to take a chair.

I suppose she told you we are engaged? said the latter.

Engaged! said the startled Mr. Mott. Why, she told me she didnt like men.

Playfulness, replied Mr. Hurst, with an odd look. Ah, here she is!

The handle of the front door turned, and a moment later the door of the room was opened and the charming head of Miss Garland appeared in the opening.

Back again, she said, brightly. Ive just been  

She caught sight of Mr. Hurst, and the words died away on her lips. The door slammed, and the two gentlemen, exchanging glances, heard a hurried rush upstairs and the slamming of another door. Also a key was heard to turn sharply in a lock.

She doesnt want to see you, said Mr. Mott, staring.

The young man turned pale.

Perhaps she has gone upstairs to take her things off, he muttered, resuming his seat. Dont  dont hurry her!

I wasnt going to, said Mr. Mott.

He twisted his beard uneasily, and at the end of ten minutes looked from the clock to Mr. Hurst and coughed.

If you wouldnt mind letting her know Im waiting, said the young man, brokenly.

Mr. Mott rose, and went slowly upstairs. More slowly still, after an interval of a few minutes, he came back again.

She doesnt want to see you, he said, slowly.

Mr. Hurst gasped.

I  I must see her, he faltered.

She wont see you, repeated Mr. Mott. And she told me to say she was surprised at you following her down here.

Mr. Hurst uttered a faint moan, and with bent head passed into the little passage and out into the street, leaving Mr. Mott to return to the sitting-room and listen to such explanations as Miss Garland deemed advisable. Great goodness of heart in the face of persistent and unwelcome attentions appeared to be responsible for the late engagement.

Well, its over now, said her uncle, kindly, and no doubt hell soon find somebody else. There are plenty of girls would jump at him, I expect.

Miss Garland shook her head.

He said he couldnt live without me, she remarked, soberly.

Mr. Mott laughed.

In less than three months I expect hell be congratulating himself, he said, cheerfully. Why, I was nearly cau  married, four times. Its a silly age.

His niece said Indeed! and, informing him in somewhat hostile tones that she was suffering from a severe headache, retired to her room.

Mr. Mott spent the evening by himself, and retiring to bed at ten-thirty was awakened by a persistent knocking at the front door at half-past one. Half awakened, he lit a candle, and, stumbling downstairs, drew back the bolt of the door, and stood gaping angrily at the pathetic features of Mr. Hurst.

Sorry to disturb you, said the young man, but would you mind giving this letter to Miss Garland?

Sorry to disturb me! stuttered Mr. Mott. What do you mean by it? Eh? What do you mean by it?

It is important, said Mr. Hurst. I cant rest. Ive eaten nothing all day.

Glad to hear it, snapped the irritated Mr. Mott.

If you will give her that letter, I shall feel easier, said Mr. Hurst.

Ill give it to her in the morning, said the other, snatching it from him. Now get off.

Mr. Hurst still murmuring apologies, went, and Mr. Mott, also murmuring, returned to bed. The night was chilly, and it was some time before he could get to sleep again. He succeeded at last, only to be awakened an hour later by a knocking more violent than before. In a state of mind bordering upon frenzy, he dived into his trousers again and went blundering downstairs in the dark.

Sorry to began Mr. Hurst.

Mr. Mott made uncouth noises at him.

I have altered my mind, said the young man. Would you mind letting me have that letter back again? It was too final.

You  get  off! said the other, trembling with cold and passion.

I must have that letter, said Mr. Hurst, doggedly. All my future happiness may depend upon it.

Mr. Mott, afraid to trust himself with speech, dashed upstairs, and after a search for the matches found the letter, and, returning to the front door, shut it on the visitors thanks. His nieces door opened as he passed it, and a gentle voice asked for enlightenment.

How silly of him! she said, softly. I hope he wont catch cold. What did you say?

I was coughing, said Mr. Mott, hastily.

Youll get cold if youre not careful, said his thoughtful niece. Thats the worst of men, they never seem to have any thought. Did he seem angry, or mournful, or what? I suppose you couldnt see his face?

I didnt try, said Mr. Mott, crisply. Good night.

By the morning his ill-humour had vanished, and he even became slightly facetious over the events of the night. The mood passed at the same moment that Mr. Hurst passed the window.

Better have him in and get it over, he said, irritably.

Miss Garland shuddered.

Never! she said, firmly. Hed be down on his knees. It would be too painful. You dont know him.

Dont want to, said Mr. Mott.

He finished his breakfast in silence, and, after a digestive pipe, proposed a walk. The profile of Mr. Hurst, as it went forlornly past the window again, served to illustrate Miss Garlands refusal.

Ill go out and see him, said Mr. Mott, starting up. Are you going to be a prisoner here until this young idiot chooses to go home? Its preposterous!

He crammed his hat on firmly and set out in pursuit of Mr. Hurst, who was walking slowly up the street, glancing over his shoulder. Morning! said Mr. Mott, fiercely. Good morning, said the other.

Now, look here, said Mr. Mott. This has gone far enough, and I wont have any more of it. Why, you ought to be ashamed of yourself, chivvying a young lady that doesnt want you. Havent you got any pride?

No, said the young man, not where she is concerned.

I dont believe you have, said the other, regarding him, and I expect thats where the trouble is. Did she ever have reason to think you were looking after any other girls?

Never, I swear it, said Mr. Hurst, eagerly.

Just so, said Mr. Mott, with a satisfied nod. Thats where you made a mistake. She was too sure of you; it was too easy. No excitement. Girls like a man that other girls want; they dont want a turtle-dove in fancy trousers.

Mr. Hurst coughed.

And they like a determined man, continued Miss Garlands uncle. Why, in my young days, if I had been jilted, and come down to see about it, dyou think Id have gone out of the house without seeing her? I might have been put out  by half-a-dozen  but Id have taken the mantelpiece and a few other things with me. And you are bigger than I am.

We arent all made the same, said Mr. Hurst, feebly.

No, were not, said Mr. Mott. Im not blaming you; in a way, Im sorry for you. If youre not born with a high spirit, nothingll give it to you.

It might be learnt, said Mr. Hurst. Mr. Mott laughed.

High spirits are born, not made, he said. The best thing you can do is to go and find another girl, and marry her before she finds you out.

Mr. Hurst shook his head.

Theres no other girl for me, he said, miserably. And everything seemed to be going so well. Weve been buying things for the house for the last six months, and Ive just got a good rise in my screw.

Itll do for another girl, said Mr. Mott, briskly. Now, you get off back to town. You are worrying Florrie by staying here, and you are doing no good to anybody. Good-bye.

Ill walk back as far as the door with you, said Mr. Hurst. Youve done me good. Its a pity I didnt meet you before.

Remember what Ive told you, and youll do well yet, he said, patting the young man on the arm.

I will, said Mr. Hurst, and walked on by his side, deep in thought.

I cant ask you in, said Mr. Mott, jocularly, as he reached his door, and turned the key in the lock. Good-bye.

Good-bye, said Mr. Hurst.

He grasped the others outstretched hand, and with a violent jerk pulled him into the street. Then he pushed open the door, and, slipping into the passage, passed hastily into the front room, closely followed by the infuriated Mr. Mott.

What  what  what! stammered that gentleman.

Im taking your tip, said Mr. Hurst, pale but determined. Im going to stay here until I have seen Florrie.

You  youre a serpent, said Mr. Mott, struggling for breath. I  Im surprised at you. You go out before you get hurt.

Not without the mantelpiece, said Mr. Hurst, with a distorted grin.

A viper! said Mr. Mott, with extreme bitterness. If you are not out in two minutes Ill send for the police.

Florrie wouldnt like that, said Mr. Hurst. Shes awfully particular about what people think. You just trot upstairs and tell her that a gentleman wants to see her.

He threw himself into Mr. Motts own particular easy chair, and, crossing his knees, turned a deaf ear to the threats of that incensed gentleman. Not until the latter had left the room did his features reveal the timorousness of the soul within. Muffled voices sounded from upstairs, and it was evident that an argument of considerable length was in progress. It was also evident from the return of Mr. Mott alone that his niece had had the best of it.

Ive done all I could, he said, but she declines to see you. She says she wont see you if you stay here for a month, and you couldnt do that, you know.

Why not? inquired Mr. Hurst.

Why not? repeated Mr. Mott, repressing his feelings with some difficulty. Food!

Mr. Hurst started.

And drink, said Mr. Mott, following up his advantage. Theres no good in starving yourself for nothing, so you may as well go.

When Ive seen Florrie, said the young man, firmly.

Mr. Mott slammed the door, and for the rest of the day Mr. Hurst saw him no more. At one oclock a savoury smell passed the door on its way upstairs, and at five oclock a middle-aged woman with an inane smile looked into the room on her way aloft with a loaded tea-tray. By supper- time he was suffering considerably from hunger and thirst.

At ten oclock he heard the footsteps of Mr. Mott descending the stairs. The door opened an inch, and a gruff voice demanded to know whether he was going to stay there all night. Receiving a cheerful reply in the affirmative, Mr. Mott secured the front door with considerable violence, and went off to bed without another word.

He was awakened an hour or two later by the sound of something falling, and, sitting up in bed to listen, became aware of a warm and agreeable odour. It was somewhere about the hour of midnight, but a breakfast smell of eggs and bacon would not be denied.

He put on some clothes and went downstairs. A crack of light showed under the kitchen door, and, pushing it open with some force, he gazed spellbound at the spectacle before him.

Come in, said Mr. Hurst, heartily. Ive just finished.

He rocked an empty beer-bottle and patted another that was half full. Satiety was written on his face as he pushed an empty plate from him, and, leaning back in his chair, smiled lazily at Mr. Mott.

Go on, said that gentleman, hoarsely. Mr. Hurst shook his head.

Enough is as good as a feast, he said, reasonably. Ill have some more to-morrow.

Oh, will you? said the other. Will you?

Mr. Hurst nodded, and, opening his coat, disclosed a bottle of beer in each breast-pocket. The other pockets, it appeared, contained food.

And heres the money for it, he said, putting down some silver on the table. I am determined, but honest.

With a sweep of his hand, Mr. Mott sent the money flying.

To-morrow morning I send for the police. Mind that! he roared.

Id better have my breakfast early, then, said Mr. Hurst, tapping his pockets. Good night. And thank you for your advice.

He sat for some time after the disappearance of his host, and then, returning to the front room, placed a chair at the end of the sofa and, with the tablecloth for a quilt, managed to secure a few hours troubled sleep. At eight oclock he washed at the scullery sink, and at ten oclock Mr. Mott, with an air of great determination, came in to deliver his ultimatum.

If youre not outside the front door in five minutes, Im going to fetch the police, he said, fiercely.

I want to see Florrie, said the other.

Well, you wont see her, shouted Mr. Mott.

Mr. Hurst stood feeling his chin.

Well, would you mind taking a message for me? he asked. I just want you to ask her whether I am really free. Ask her whether I am free to marry again.

Mr. Mott eyed him in amazement.

You see, I only heard from her mother, pursued Mr. Hurst, and a friend of mine who is in a solicitors office says that isnt good enough. I only came down here to make sure, and I think the least she can do is to tell me herself. If she wont see me, perhaps shed put it in writing. You see, theres another lady.

But! said the mystified Mr. Mott.

You told me  

You tell her that, said the other.

Mr. Mott stood for a few seconds staring at him, and then without a word turned on his heel and went upstairs. Left to himself, Mr. Hurst walked nervously up and down the room, and, catching sight of his face in the old-fashioned glass on the mantel-piece, heightened its colour by a few pinches. The minutes seemed inter-minable, but at last he heard the steps of Mr. Mott on the stairs again.

Shes coming down to see you herself, said the latter, solemnly.

Mr. Hurst nodded, and, turning to the window, tried in vain to take an interest in passing events. A light step sounded on the stairs, the door creaked, and he turned to find himself con-fronted by Miss Garland.

Uncle told me! she began, coldly. Mr. Hurst bowed.

I am sorry to have caused you so much trouble, he said, trying to control his voice, but you see my position, dont you?

No, said the girl.

Well, I wanted to make sure, said Mr. Hurst. Its best for all of us, isnt it? Best for you, best for me, and, of course, for my young lady.

You never said anything about her before, said Miss Garland, her eyes darkening.

Of course not, said Mr. Hurst. How could I? I was engaged to you, and then she wasnt my young lady; but, of course, as soon as you broke it off

Who is she? inquired Miss Garland, in a casual voice.

You dont know her, said Mr. Hurst.

What is she like?

I cant describe her very well, said Mr. Hurst. I can only say shes the most beautiful girl I have ever seen. I think thats what made me take to her. And shes easily pleased. She liked the things I have been buying for the house tremendously.

Did she? said Miss Garland, with a gasp.

All except that pair of vases you chose, continued the veracious Mr. Hurst. She says they are in bad taste, but she can give them to the charwoman.

Oh! said the girl. Oh, indeed! Very kind of her. Isnt there anything else she doesnt like?

Mr. Hurst stood considering.

She doesnt like the upholstering of the best chairs, he said at last. She thinks they are too showy, so shes going to put covers over them.

There was a long pause, during which Mr. Mott, taking his niece gently by the arm, assisted her to a chair.

Otherwise she is quite satisfied, concluded Mr. Hurst.

Miss Garland took a deep breath, but made no reply.

I have got to satisfy her that I am free, said the young man, after another pause. I suppose that I can do so?

I  Ill think it over, said Miss Garland, in a low voice. I am not sure what is the right thing to do. I dont want to see you made miserable for life. Its nothing to me, of course, but still

She got up and, shaking off the proffered assistance of her uncle, went slowly and languidly up to her room. Mr. Mott followed her as far as the door, and then turned indignantly upon Mr. Hurst.

You  youve broke her heart, he said, solemnly.

Thats all right, said Mr. Hurst, with a delighted wink. Ill mend it again.


SAMS GHOST

Yes, I know, said the night-watchman, thoughtfully, as he sat with a cold pipe in his mouth gazing across the river. Ive eard it afore. People tell me they dont believe in ghosts and make a laugh of em, and all I say is: let them take on a night-watchmans job. Let em sit ere all alone of a night with the water lapping against the posts and the wind moaning in the corners; especially if a pal of theirs has slipped overboard, and there is little nasty bills stuck up just outside in the High Street offering a reward for the body. Twice men ave fallen overboard from this jetty, and Ive ad to stand my watch here the same night, and not a farthing more for it.

One of the worst and artfullest ghosts I ever ad anything to do with was Sam Bullet. He was a waterman at the stairs near by ere; the sort o man that ud get you to pay for drinks, and drink yours up by mistake arter he ad finished his own. The sort of man that ad always left his baccy-box at ome, but always ad a big pipe in is pocket.

He fell overboard off of a lighter one evening, and all that his mates could save was is cap. It was ony two nights afore that he ad knocked down an old man and bit a policemans little finger to the bone, so that, as they pointed out to the widder, praps he was taken for a wise purpose. Praps he was appier where he was than doing six months.

He was the sort o chap thatll make himself appy anywhere, ses one of em, comforting-like.

Not without me, ses Mrs. Bullet, sobbing, and wiping her eyes on something she used for a pocket-hankercher. He never could bear to be away from me. Was there no last words?

Ony one, ses one o the chaps, Joe Peel by name.

As e fell overboard, ses the other.

Mrs. Bullet began to cry agin, and say wot a good usband he ad been. Seventeen years come Michaelmas, she ses, and never a cross word. Nothing was too good for me. Nothing. I ad only to ask to ave.

Well, hes gorn now, ses Joe, and we thought we ought to come round and tell you.

So as you can tell the police, ses the other chap.

That was ow I came to hear of it fust; a policeman told me that night as I stood outside the gate aving a quiet pipe. He wasnt shedding tears; his only idea was that Sam ad got off too easy.

Well, well, I ses, trying to pacify im, he wont bite no more fingers; theres no policemen where hes gorn to.

He went off grumbling and telling me to be careful, and I put my pipe out and walked up and down the wharf thinking. Ony a month afore I ad lent Sam fifteen shillings on a gold watch and chain wot he said an uncle ad left im. I wasnt wearing it because e said is uncle wouldnt like it, but I ad it in my pocket, and I took it out under one of the lamps and wondered wot I ought to do.

My fust idea was to take it to Mrs. Bullet, and then, all of a sudden, the thought struck me: Suppose he adnt come by it honest?

I walked up and down agin, thinking. If he adnt, and it was found out, it would blacken his good name and break is pore wifes art. Thats the way I looked at it, and for his sake and er sake I determined to stick to it.

I felt appier in my mind when I ad decided on that, and I went round to the Bears Head and ad a pint. Arter that I ad another, and then I come back to the wharf and put the watch and chain on and went on with my work.

Every time I looked down at the chain on my waistcoat it reminded me of Sam. I looked on to the river and thought of im going down on the ebb. Then I got a sort o lonesome feeling standing on the end of the jetty all alone, and I went back to the Bears Head and ad another pint.

They didnt find the body, and I was amost forgetting about Sam when one evening, as I was sitting on a box waiting to get my breath back to ave another go at sweeping, Joe Peel, Sams mate, came on to the wharf to see me.

He came in a mysterious sort o way that I didnt like: looking beind im as though he was afraid of being follered, and speaking in a whisper as if e was afraid of being heard. He wasnt a man I liked, and I was glad that the watch and chain was stowed safe away in my trowsis-pocket.

Ive ad a shock, watchman, he ses.

Oh! I ses.

A shock wots shook me all up, he ses, working up a shiver. Ive seen something wot I thought people never could see, and wot I never want to see agin. Ive seen Sam!

I thought a bit afore I spoke. Why, I thought he was drownded, I ses.

So e is, ses Joe. When I say Ive seen im I mean that I ave seen his ghost!

He began to shiver agin, all over.

Wot was it like? I ses, very calm.

Like Sam, he ses, rather short.

When was it? I ses.

Last night at a quarter to twelve, he ses. It was standing at my front door waiting for me.

And ave you been shivering like that ever since? I ses.

Worse than that, ses Joe, looking at me very ard. Its wearing off now. The ghost gave me a message for you.

I put my and in my trowsis-pocket and looked at im. Then I walked very slow, towards the gate.

It gave me a message for you, ses Joe, walking beside me. We was always pals, Joe, it ses, you and me, and I want you to pay up fifteen bob for me wot I borrowed off of Bill the watchman. I cant rest until its paid, it ses. So heres the fifteen bob, watchman.

He put his and in is pocket and takes out fifteen bob and olds it out to me.

No, no, I ses. I cant take your money, Joe Peel. It wouldnt be right. Pore Sam is welcome to the fifteen bob  I dont want it.

You must take it, ses Joe. The ghost said if you didnt it would come to me agin and agin till you did, and I cant stand any more of it.

I cant elp your troubles, I ses.

You must, ses Joe. Give Bill the fifteen bob, it ses, and hell give you a gold watch and chain wot I gave im to mind till it was paid.

I see his little game then. Gold watch and chain, I ses, laughing. You must ha misunderstood it, Joe.

I understood it right enough, ses Joe, getting a bit closer to me as I stepped outside the gate. Heres your fifteen bob; are you going to give me that watch and chain?

Sartainly not, I ses. I dont know wot you mean by a watch and chain. If I ad it and I gave it to anybody, I should give it to Sams widder, not to you.

Its nothing to do with er, ses Joe, very quick. Sam was most pertikler about that.

I expect you dreamt it all, I ses. Where would pore Sam get a gold watch and chain from? And why should e go to you about it? Why didnt e come to me? If e thinks I ave got it let im come to me.

All right, Ill go to the police-station, ses Joe.

Ill come with you, I ses. But eres a policeman coming along. Lets go to im.

I moved towards im, but Joe hung back, and, arter using one or two words that would ha made any ghost ashamed to know im, he sheered off. I ad a word or two with the policeman about the weather, and then I went inside and locked the gate.

My idea was that Sam ad told Joe about the watch and chain afore he fell overboard. Joe was a nasty customer, and I could see that I should ave to be a bit careful. Some men might ha told the police about it  but I never cared much for them. Theyre like kids in a way, always asking questions  most of which you cant answer.

It was a little bit creepy all alone on the wharf that night. I dont deny it. Twice I thought I eard something coming up on tip-toe behind me. The second time I was so nervous that I began to sing to keep my spirits up, and I went on singing till three of the hands of the Susan Emily, wot was lying alongside, came up from the focsle and offered to fight me. I was thankful when daylight came.

Five nights arterwards I ad the shock of my life. It was the fust night for some time that there was no craft up. A dark night, and a nasty moaning sort of a wind. I ad just lighted the lamp at the corner of the warehouse, wot ad blown out, and was sitting down to rest afore putting the ladder away, when I appened to look along the jetty and saw a head coming up over the edge of it. In the light of the lamp I saw the dead white face of Sam Bullets ghost making faces at me.
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I just caught my breath, sharp like, and then turned and ran for the gate like a race-horse. I ad left the key in the padlock, in case of anything happening, and I just gave it one turn, flung the wicket open and slammed it in the ghosts face, and tumbled out into the road.

I ran slap into the arms of a young policeman wot was passing. Nasty, short-tempered chap he was, but I dont think I was more glad to see anybody in my life. I hugged im till e nearly lost is breath, and then he sat me down on the kerb-stone and asked me wot I meant by it.

Wot with the excitement and the running I couldnt speak at fust, and when I did he said I was trying to deceive im.

There aint no such thing as ghosts, he ses; youve been drinking.

It came up out o the river and run arter me like the wind, I ses.

Why didnt it catch you, then? he ses, looking me up and down and all round about. Talk sense.

He went up to the gate and peeped in, and, arter watching a moment, stepped inside and walked down the wharf, with me follering. It was my dooty; besides, I didnt like being left all alone by myself.

Twice we walked up and down and all over the wharf. He flashed his lantern into all the dark corners, into empty barrels and boxes, and then he turned and flashed it right into my face and shook his ead at me.

Youve been having a bit of a lark with me, he ses, and for two pins Id take you. Mind, if you say a word about this to anybody, I will.

He stalked off with his ead in the air, and left me all alone in charge of a wharf with a ghost on it. I stayed outside in the street, of course, but every now and then I fancied I heard something moving about the other side of the gate, and once it was so distinct that I run along to the Bears Head and knocked em up and asked them for a little brandy, for illness.

I didnt get it, of course; I didnt expect to; but I ad a little conversation with the landlord from is bedroom-winder that did me more good than the brandy would ha done. Once or twice I thought he would ave fallen out, and many a man has ad his licence taken away for less than a quarter of wot e said to me that night. Arter he thought he ad finished and was going back to bed agin, I pointed out to im that he adnt kissed me good night, and if it adnt ha been for is missis and two grown-up daughters and the potman I believe hed ha talked to me till daylight.

Ow I got through the rest of the night I dont know. It seemed to be twenty nights instead of one, but the day came at last, and when the hands came on at six oclock they found the gate open and me on dooty same as usual.

I slept like a tired child when I got ome, and arter a steak and onions for dinner I sat down and lit my pipe and tried to think wot was to be done. One thing I was quite certain about: I wasnt going to spend another night on that wharf alone.

I went out arter a bit, as far as the Clarendon Arms, for a breath of fresh air, and I ad just finished a pint and was wondering whether I ought to ave another, when Ted Dennis came in, and my mind was made up. He ad been in the Army all is life, and, so far, he ad never seen anything that ad frightened im. Ive seen him myself take on men twice is size just for the love of the thing, and, arter knocking them silly, stand em a pint out of is own pocket. When I asked im whether he was afraid of ghosts he laughed so ard that the landlord came from the other end of the bar to see wot was the matter.

I stood Ted a pint, and arter he ad finished it I told im just how things was. I didnt say anything about the watch and chain, because there was no need to, and when we came outside agin I ad engaged an assistant-watchman for ninepence a night.

All youve got to do, I ses, is to keep me company. You neednt turn up till eight oclock of a night, and you can leave arf an hour afore me in the morning.

Right-o! ses Ted. And if I see the ghost Ill make it wish it ad never been born.

It was a load off my mind, and I went ome and ate a tea that made my missis talk about the work-ouse, and orstritches in uman shape wot would eat a woman out of ouse and ome if she would let em.

I got to the wharf just as it was striking six, and at a quarter to seven the wicket was pushed open gentle and the ugly ead of Mr. Joe Peel was shoved inside.

Hullo! I ses. Wot do you want?

I want to save your life, he ses, in a solemn voice. You was within a inch of death last night, watchman.

Oh! I ses, careless-like. Ow do you know!

The ghost o Sam Bullet told me, ses Joe. Arter it ad chased you up the wharf screaming for elp, it came round and told me all about it.

It seems fond of you, I ses. I wonder why?

It was in a terrible temper, ses Joe, and its face was awful to look at. Tell the watchman, it ses, that if he dont give you the watch and chain I shall appear to im agin and kill im.

All right, I ses, looking behind me to where three of the ands of the Daisy was sitting on the focsle smoking. Ive got plenty of company to-night.

Company wont save you, ses Joe. For the last time, are you going to give me that watch and chain, or not? Heres your fifteen bob.

No, I ses; even if I ad got it I shouldnt give it to you; and its no use giving it to the ghost, because, being made of air, he asnt got anywhere to put it.

Very good, ses Joe, giving me a black look. Ive done all I can to save you, but if you wont listen to sense, you wont. Youll see Sam Bullet agin, and youll not ony lose the watch and chain but your life as well.

All right, I ses, and thank you kindly, but Ive got an assistant, as it appens  a man wot wants to see a ghost.

An assistant? ses Joe, staring.

An old soldier, I ses. A man wot likes trouble and danger. His idea is to shoot the ghost and see wot appens.

Shoot! ses Joe. Shoot a pore armless ghost. Does he want to be ung? Aint it enough for a pore man to be drownded, but wot you must try and shoot im arterwards? Why, you ought to be ashamed o yourself. Wheres your art?

It wont be shot if it dont come on my wharf, I ses. Though I dont mind if it does when Ive got somebody with me. I aint afraid of anything living, and I dont mind ghosts when theres two of us. Besides which, the noise of the pistol ll wake up arf the river.

You take care you dont get woke up, ses Joe, ardly able to speak for temper.

He went off stamping, and grinding is teeth, and at eight oclock to the minute, Ted Dennis turned up with is pistol and helped me take care of the wharf. Happy as a skylark e was, and to see him iding behind a barrel with his pistol ready, waiting for the ghost, amost made me forget the expense of it all.

It never came near us that night, and Ted was a bit disappointed next morning as he took is ninepence and went off. Next night was the same, and the next, and then Ted gave up hiding on the wharf for it, and sat and snoozed in the office instead.

A week went by, and then another, and still there was no sign of Sam Bullets ghost, or Joe Peel, and every morning I ad to try and work up a smile as I shelled out ninepence for Ted. It nearly ruined me, and, worse than that, I couldnt explain why I was short to the missis. Fust of all she asked me wot I was spending it on, then she asked me who I was spending it on. It nearly broke up my ome  she did smash one kitchen- chair and a vase off the parlour mantelpiece  but I wouldnt tell er, and then, led away by some men on strike at Smiths wharf, Ted went on strike for a bob a night.

That was arter he ad been with me for three weeks, and when Saturday came, of course I was more short than ever, and people came and stood at their doors all the way down our street to listen to the missis taking my character away.

I stood it as long as I could, and then, when er back was turned for arf a moment, I slipped out. While shed been talking Id been thinking, and it came to me clear as daylight that there was no need for me to sacrifice myself any longer looking arter a dead mans watch and chain.

I didnt know exactly where Joe Peel lived, but I knew the part, and arter peeping into seven public-ouses I see the man I wanted sitting by imself in a little bar. I walked in quiet-like, and sat down opposite im.

Morning, I ses.

Joe Peel grunted.

Ave one with me? I ses.

He grunted agin, but not quite so fierce, and I fetched the two pints from the counter and took a seat alongside of im.

Ive been looking for you, I ses.

Oh! he ses, looking me up and down and all over. Well, youve found me now.

I want to talk to you about the ghost of pore Sam Bullet, I ses.

Joe Peel put is mug down sudden and looked at me fierce. Look ere! Dont you come and try to be funny with me, he ses. Cos I wont ave it.

I dont want to be funny, I ses. Wot I want to know is, are you in the same mind about that watch and chain as you was the other day?

He didnt seem to be able to speak at fust, but arter a time e gives a gasp. Woes the game? he ses.

Wot I want to know is, if I give you that watch and chain for fifteen bob, will that keep the ghost from anging round my wharf agin? I ses.

Why, o course, he ses, staring; but you aint been seeing it agin, ave you?

Ive not, and I dont want to, I ses. If it wants you to ave the watch and chain, give me the fifteen bob, and its yours.

He looked at me for a moment as if he couldnt believe is eyesight, and then e puts his and into is trowsis-pocket and pulls out one shilling and fourpence, arf a clay-pipe, and a bit o lead-pencil.

Thats all Ive got with me, he ses. Ill owe you the rest. You ought to ha took the fifteen bob when I ad it.

There was no elp for it, and arter making im swear to give me the rest o the money when e got it, and that I shouldnt see the ghost agin, I anded the things over to im and came away. He came to the door to see me off, and if ever a man looked puzzled, e did. Pleased at the same time.

It was a load off of my mind. My con-science told me Id done right, and arter sending a little boy with a note to Ted Dennis to tell im not to come any more, I felt appier than I ad done for a long time. When I got to the wharf that evening it seemed like a diffrent place, and I was whistling and smiling over my work quite in my old way, when the young policeman passed.

Hullo! he ses. Ave you seen the ghost agin?

I ave not, I ses, drawing myself up. Ave you?

No, he ses.

We missed it.

Missed it? I ses, staring at im.

Yes, he ses, nodding. The day arter you came out screaming, and cuddling me like a frightened baby, it shipped as A.B. on the barque Ocean King, for Valparaiso. We missed it by a few hours. Next time you see a ghost, knock it down fust and go and cuddle the police arterwards.


BEDRIDDEN

July 12, 1915.  Disquieting rumours to the effect that epidemic of Billetitis hitherto confined to the north of Kings Road shows signs of spreading.

July 14.  Report that two Inns of Court men have been seen peeping over my gate.

July 16.  Informed that soldier of agreeable appearance and charming manners requests interview with me. Took a dose of Phospherine and went. Found composite photograph of French, Joffre, and Hindenburg waiting for me in the hall. Smiled (he did, I mean) and gave me the mutilated form of salute reserved for civilians. Introduced himself as Quartermaster- Sergeant Beddem, and stated that the Inns of Court O.T.C. was going under canvas next week. After which he gulped. Meantime could I take in a billet. Questioned as to what day the corps was going into camp said that he believed it was Monday, but was not quite sure  might possibly be Tuesday. Swallowed again and coughed a little. Accepted billet and felt completely re-warded by smile. Q.M.S. bade me good-bye, and then with the air of a man suddenly remembering something, asked me whether I could take two. Excused myself and interviewed my C.O. behind the dining-room door. Came back and accepted. Q.M.S. so overjoyed (apparently) that he fell over the scraper. Seemed to jog his memory. He paused, and gazing in absent fashion at the topmost rose on the climber in the porch, asked whether I could take three! Added hopefully that the third was only a boy. Excused myself. Heated debate with C.O. Subject: sheets. Returned with me to explain to the Q.M.S. He smiled. C.O. accepted at once, and, returning smile, expressed regret at size and position of bedrooms available. Q.M.S. went off swinging cane jauntily.

July 17.  Billets arrived. Spoke to them about next Monday and canvas. They seemed surprised. Strange how the military authorities decline to take men into their confidence merely because they are privates. Let them upstairs. They went (for first and last time) on tiptoe.

July 18.  Saw Q.M.S. Beddem in the town. Took shelter in the Kings Arms.

Jug. 3.  Went to Cornwall.

Aug. 31.  Returned. Billets received me very hospitably.

Sept. 4.  Private Budd, electrical engineer, dissatisfied with appearance of bell-push in dining-room, altered it.

Sept. 5.  Bells out of order.

Sept. 6.  Private Merited, also an electrical engineer, helped Private Budd to repair bells.

Sept. 7.  Private Budd helped Private Merited to repair bells.

Sept. 8.  Privates Budd and Merited helped each other to repair bells.

Sept. 9.  Sent to local tradesman to put my bells in order.

Sept. 15.  Told that Q.M.S. Beddem wished to see me. Saw C.O. first. She thought he had possibly come to take some of the billets away. Q.M.S. met my approach with a smile that re-minded me vaguely of picture- postcards I had seen. Awfully sorry to trouble me, but Private Montease, just back from three weeks holiday with bronchitis, was sleeping in the wood-shed on three planks and a tin-tack. Beamed at me and waited. Went and bought another bed-stead.

Sept. 16.  Private Montease and a cough entered into residence.

Sept. 17, 11.45 p.m.  Maid came to bedroom-door with some cough lozenges which she asked me to take to the new billet. Took them. Private Montease thanked me, but said he didnt mind coughing. Said it was an heirloom; Montease cough, known in highest circles all over Scotland since time of Young Pretender.

Sept. 20.  Private Montease installed in easy-chair in dining-room with touch of bronchitis, looking up trains to Bournemouth.

Sept. 21.  Private Montease in bed all day. Cook anxious to do her bit rubbed his chest with home-made embrocation. Believe it is same stuff she rubs chests in hall with. Smells the same anyway.

Sept. 24.  Private Montease, complaining of slight rawness of chest, but otherwise well, returned to duty.

Oct. 5.  Cough worse again. Private Montease thinks that with care it may turn to bronchitis. Borrowed an A.B.C.

Oct. 6.  Private Montease relates uncanny experience. Woke up with feeling of suffocation to find an enormous black-currant and glycerine jujube wedged in his gullet. Never owned such a thing in his life. Seems to be unaware that he always sleeps with his mouth open.

Nov. 14.  Private Bowser, youngest and tallest of my billets, gazetted.

Nov. 15, 10.35 a.m.  Private Bowser in tip-top spirits said good-bye to us all.

10.45.  Told that Q.M.S. Beddem desired to see me. Capitulated. New billet, Private Early, armed to the teeth, turned up in the evening. Said that he was a Yorkshireman. Said that Yorkshire was the finest county in England, and Yorkshiremen the finest men in the world. Stood toying with his bayonet and waiting for contradiction.

Jan. 5, 1916.  Standing in the garden just after lunch was witness to startling phenomenon. Q.M.S. Beddem came towards front-gate with a smile so expansive that gate after first trembling violently on its hinges swung open of its own accord. Q.M.S., with smile (sad), said he was in trouble. Very old member of the Inns of Court, Private Keen, had re-joined, and he wanted a good billet for him. Would cheerfully give up his own bed, but it wasnt long enough. Not to be outdone in hospitality by my own gate accepted Private Keen. Q.M.S. digging hole in my path with toe of right boot, and for first and only time manifesting signs of nervousness, murmured that two life-long friends of Private Keens had rejoined with him. Known as the Three Inseparables. Where they were to sleep, unless I  . Fled to house, and locking myself in top-attic watched Q.M.S. from window. He departed with bent head and swagger-cane reversed.

Jan 6.  Private Keen arrived. Turned out to be son of an old Chief of mine. Resolved not to visit the sins of the father on the head of a child six feet two high and broad in proportion.

Feb. 6.  Private Keen came home with a temperature.

Feb. 7.  M.O. diagnosed influenza. Was afraid it would spread.

Feb. 8.  Warned the other four billets. They seemed amused. Pointed out that influenza had no terrors for men in No. 2 Company, who were doomed to weekly night-ops. under Major Carryon.

Feb. 9.  House strangely and pleasantly quiet. Went to see how Private Keen was progressing, and found the other four billets sitting in a row on his bed practising deep-breathing exercises.

Feb. 16.  Billets on night-ops. until late hour. Spoke in highest terms of Major Carryons marching powers  also in other terms.

March 3.  Waited up until midnight for Private Merited, who had gone to Slough on his motor-bike.

March 4, 1.5 a.m.  Awakened by series of explosions from over-worked, or badly-worked, motor-bike. Put head out of window and threw key to Private Merited. He seemed excited. Said he had been chased all the way from Chesham by a pink rat with yellow spots. Advised him to go to bed. Set him an example.

1.10. a.m.  Heard somebody in the pantry. 2.10. a.m.  Heard Private Merited going upstairs to bed.

2.16 a.m.  Heard Private Merited still going upstairs to bed.

2.20-3.15. a.m.  Heard Private Merited getting to bed.

April 3, 12.30 a.m.  Town-hooter announced Zeppelins and excited soldier called up my billets from their beds to go and frighten them off. Pleasant to see superiority of billets over the hooter: that only emitted three blasts.

12.50 a.m.  Billets returned with exception of Private Merited, who was retained for sake of his motor-bike.

9 a.m.  On way to bath-room ran into Private Merited, who, looking very glum and sleepy, inquired whether I had a copy of the Exchange and Mart in the house.

10 p.m.  Overheard billets discussing whether it was worth while removing boots before going to bed until the Zeppelin scare was over. Joined in discussion.

May 2.  Rumours that the Inns of Court were going under canvas. Discredited them.

May 5.  Rumours grow stronger.

May 6.  Billets depressed. Begin to think perhaps there is something in rumours after all.

May 9.-All doubts removed. Tents begin to spring up with the suddenness of mushrooms in fields below Berkhamsted Place.

May 18, LIBERATION DAY.  Bade a facetious good-bye to my billets; response lacking in bonhomie.

May 19.-House delightfully quiet. Presented caller of unkempt appearance at back-door with remains of pair of military boots, three empty shaving- stick tins, and a couple of partially bald tooth-brushes.

May 21.  In afternoon went round and looked at camp. Came home smiling, and went to favourite seat in garden to smoke. Discovered Private Early lying on it fast asleep. Went to study. Private Merited at table writing long and well-reasoned letter to his tailor. As he said he could never write properly with anybody else in the room, left him and went to bath-room. Door locked. Peevish but familiar voice, with a Scotch accent, asked me what I wanted; also complained of temperature of water.

May 22.  After comparing notes with neighbours, feel deeply grateful to Q.M.S. Beddem for sending me the best six men in the corps.

July 15.  Feel glad to have been associated, however remotely and humbly, with a corps, the names of whose members appear on the Roll of Honour of every British regiment.


THE CONVERT

Mr. Purnip took the arm of the new recruit and hung over him almost tenderly as they walked along; Mr. Billing, with a look of conscious virtue on his jolly face, listened with much satisfaction to his friends compliments.

Its such an example, said the latter. Now weve got you the others will follow like sheep. You will be a bright lamp in the darkness.

Wots good enough for me ought to be good enough for them, said Mr. Billing, modestly. Theyd better not let me catch

Hsh! Hsh! breathed Mr. Purnip, tilting his hat and wiping his bald, benevolent head.

I forgot, said the other, with something like a sigh. No more fighting; but suppose somebody hits me?

Turn the other cheek, replied Mr. Purnip.

They wont hit that; and when they see you standing there smiling at them

After being hit? interrupted Mr. Billing.

After being hit, assented the other, theyll be ashamed of themselves, and itll hurt them more than if you struck them.

Lets ope so, said the convert; but it dont sound reasonable. I can hit a man pretty ard. Not that Im bad-tempered, mind you; a bit quick, praps. And, after all, a good smack in the jaw saves any amount of argufying.

Mr. Purnip smiled, and, as they walked along, painted a glowing picture of the influence to be wielded by a first-class fighting-man who refused to fight. It was a rough neighbourhood, and he recognized with sorrow that more respect was paid to a heavy fist than to a noble intellect or a loving heart.

And you combine them all, he said, patting his companions arm.

Mr. Billing smiled. You ought to know best, he said, modestly.

Youll be surprised to find how easy it is, continued Mr. Purnip. You will go from strength to strength. Old habits will disappear, and you will hardly know you have lost them. In a few months time you will probably be wondering what you could ever have seen in beer, for example.

I thought you said you didnt want me to give up beer? said the other.

We dont, said Mr. Purnip. I mean that as you grow in stature you will simply lose the taste for it.

Mr. Billing came to a sudden full stop. Dye mean I shall lose my liking for a drop o beer without being able to help myself? he demanded, in an anxious voice.

Of course, it doesnt happen in every case, he said, hastily.

Mr. Billings features relaxed. Well, lets ope I shall be one of the fortunate ones, he said, simply. I can put up with a good deal, but when it comes to beer  

We shall see, said the other, smiling.

We dont want to interfere with anybodys comfort; we want to make them happier, thats all. A little more kindness between man and man; a little more consideration for each other; a little more brightness in dull lives.

He paused at the corner of the street, and, with a hearty handshake, went off. Mr. Billing, a prey to somewhat mixed emotions, continued on his way home. The little knot of earnest men and women who had settled in the district to spread light and culture had been angling for him for some time. He wondered, as he walked, what particular bait it was that had done the mischief.

Theyve got me at last, he remarked, as he opened the house-door and walked into his small kitchen. I couldnt say no to Mr. Purnip.

Wish em joy, said Mrs. Billing, briefly. Did you wipe your boots?

Her husband turned without a word, and, retreating to the mat, executed a prolonged double-shuffle.

You neednt wear it out, said the surprised Mrs. Billing.

Weve got to make people appier, said her husband, seriously; be kinder to em, and brighten up their dull lives a bit. Thats wot Mr. Purnip says.

Youll brighten em up all right, declared Mrs. Billing, with a sniff. I shant forget last Tuesday week  no, not if I live to be a hundred. Youd ha brightened up the police-station if I adnt got you home just in the nick of time.

Her husband, who was by this time busy under the scullery-tap, made no reply. He came from it spluttering, and, seizing a small towel, stood in the door-way burnishing his face and regarding his wife with a smile which Mr. Purnip himself could not have surpassed. He sat down to supper, and between bites explained in some detail the lines on which his future life was to be run. As an earnest of good faith, he consented, after a short struggle, to a slip of oil-cloth for the passage; a pair of vases for the front room; and a new and somewhat expensive corn-cure for Mrs. Billing.

And lets ope you go on as youve begun, said that gratified lady. Theres something in old Purnip after all. Ive been worrying you for months for that oilcloth. Are you going to help me wash up? Mr. Purnip would.

Mr. Billing appeared not to hear, and, taking up his cap, strolled slowly in the direction of the Blue Lion. It was a beautiful summer evening, and his bosom swelled as he thought of the improvements that a little brotherliness might effect in Elk Street. Engrossed in such ideas, it almost hurt him to find that, as he entered one door of the Blue Lion, two gentlemen, forgetting all about their beer, disappeared through the other.

Wot ave they run away like that for? he demanded, looking round. I wouldnt hurt em.

Depends on wot you call hurting, Joe, said a friend.

Mr. Billing shook his head. Theyve no call to be afraid of me, he said, gravely. I wouldnt hurt a fly; Ive got a new art.

A new wot? inquired his friend, staring.

A new art, repeated the other. Ive given up fighting and swearing, and drinking too much. Im going to lead a new life and do all the good I can; Im going

Glory! Glory! ejaculated a long, thin youth, and, making a dash for the door, disappeared.

Hell know me better in time, said Mr. Billing. Why, I wouldnt hurt a fly. I want to do good to people; not to hurt em. Ill have a pint, he added, turning to the bar.

Not here you wont, said the landlord, eyeing him coldly.

Why not? demanded the astonished Mr. Billing.

Youve had all you ought to have already, was the reply. And theres one thing Ill swear to  you aint had it ere.

I havent ad a drop pass my lips began the outraged Mr. Billing.

Yes, I know, said the other, wearily, as he shifted one or two glasses and wiped the counter; Ive heard it all before, over and over again. Mind you, Ive been in this business thirty years, and if I dont know when a mans had his whack, and a drop more, nobody does. You get off ome and ask your missis to make you a nice cup o good strong tea, and then get up to bed and sleep it off.

I dare say, said Mr. Billing, with cold dignity, as he paused at the door I dare say I may give up beer altogether.

He stood outside pondering over the unforeseen difficulties attendant upon his new career, moving a few inches to one side as Mr. Ricketts, a foe of long standing, came towards the public-house, and, halting a yard or two away, eyed him warily.

Come along, said Mr. Billing, speaking somewhat loudly, for the benefit of the men in the bar; I shant hurt you; my fighting days are over.

Yes, I dessay, replied the other, edging away.

Its all right, Bill, said a mutual friend, through the half-open door; hes got a new art.

Mr. Ricketts looked perplexed. Art disease, dye mean? he inquired, hopefully. Cant he fight no more?

A new art, said Mr. Billing. Its as strong as ever it was, but its changed  brother.

If you call me brother agin Ill give you something for yourself, and chance it, said Mr. Ricketts, ferociously. Im a pore man, but Ive got my pride.

Mr. Billing, with a smile charged with brotherly love, leaned his left cheek towards him. Hit it, he said, gently.

Give it a smack and run, Bill, said the voice of a well-wisher inside.

Thered be no need for im to run, said Mr. Billing. I wouldnt hit im back for anything. I should turn the other cheek.

Whaffor? inquired the amazed Mr. Ricketts.

For another swipe, said Mr. Billing, radiantly.

In the fraction of a second he got the first, and reeled back staggering. The onlookers from the bar came out hastily. Mr. Ricketts, somewhat pale, stood his ground.

You see, I dont hit you, said Mr. Billing, with a ghastly attempt at a smile.

He stood rubbing his cheek gently, and, remembering Mr. Purnips statements, slowly, inch by inch, turned the other in the direction of his adversary. The circuit was still incomplete when Mr. Ricketts, balancing himself carefully, fetched it a smash that nearly burst it. Mr. Billing, somewhat jarred by his contact with the pavement, rose painfully and confronted him.

Ive only got two cheeks, mind, he said, slowly.

Mr. Ricketts sighed. I wish youd got a blinking dozen, he said, wistfully. Well, so long. Be good.

He walked into the Blue Lion absolutely free from that sense of shame which Mr. Purnip had predicted, and, accepting a pint from an admirer, boasted noisily of his exploit. Mr. Billing, suffering both mentally and physically, walked slowly home to his astonished wife.

Praps hell be ashamed of hisself when e comes to think it over, he murmured, as Mrs. Billing, rendered almost perfect by practice, administered first aid.

I spect hes crying his eyes out, she said, with a sniff. Tell me if that urts.

Mr. Billing told her, then, suddenly remembering himself, issued an expurgated edition.

Im sorry for the next man that its you, said his wife, as she drew back and regarded her handiwork.

Well, you neednt be, said Mr. Billing, with dignity. It would take more than a couple o props in the jaw to make me alter my mind when Ive made it up. You ought to know that by this time. Hurry up and finish. I want you to go to the corner and fetch me a pot.

What, aint you going out agin? demanded his astonished wife.

Mr. Billing shook his head. Somebody else might want to give me one, he said, resignedly, and Ive ad about all I want to-night.

His face was still painful next morning, but as he sat at breakfast in the small kitchen he was able to refer to Mr. Ricketts in terms which were an eloquent testimony to Mr. Purnips teaching. Mrs. Billing, unable to contain herself, wandered off into the front room with a duster.

Are you nearly ready to go? she inquired, returning after a short interval.

Five minutes, said Mr. Billing, nodding. Ill just light my pipe and then Im off.

Cos theres two or three waiting outside for you, added his wife.

Mr. Billing rose. Ho, is there? he said, grimly, as he removed his coat and proceeded to roll up his shirt-sleeves. Ill learn em. Ill give em something to wait for. Ill  

His voice died away as he saw the triumph in his wifes face, and, drawing down his sleeves again, he took up his coat and stood eyeing her in genuine perplexity.

Tell em Ive gorn, he said, at last.

And what about telling lies? demanded his wife. What would your Mr. Purnip say to that?

You do as youre told, exclaimed the harassed Mr. Billing. Im not going to tell em; its you.

Mrs. Billing returned to the parlour, and, with Mr. Billing lurking in the background, busied herself over a china flower-pot that stood in the window, and turned an anxious eye upon three men waiting outside. After a glance or two she went to the door.

Did you want to see my husband? she inquired.

The biggest of the three nodded. Yus, he said, shortly.

Im sorry, said Mrs. Billing, but he ad to go early this morning. Was it anything partikler?

Gorn? said the other, in disappointed tones. Well, you tell im Ill see im later on.

He turned away, and, followed by the other two, walked slowly up the road. Mr. Billing, after waiting till the coast was clear, went off in the other direction.

He sought counsel of his friend and mentor that afternoon, and stood beaming with pride at the praise lavished upon him. Mr. Purnips co-workers were no less enthusiastic than their chief; and various suggestions were made to Mr. Billing as to his behaviour in the unlikely event of further attacks upon his noble person.

He tried to remember the suggestions in the harassing days that followed; baiting Joe Billing becoming popular as a pastime from which no evil results need be feared. It was creditable to his fellow-citizens that most of them refrained from violence with a man who declined to hit back, but as a butt his success was assured. The night when a gawky lad of eighteen drank up his beer, and then invited him to step outside if he didnt like it, dwelt long in his memory. And Elk Street thrilled one evening at the sight of their erstwhile champion flying up the road hotly pursued by a foeman half his size. His explanation to his indignant wife that, having turned the other cheek the night before, he was in no mood for further punishment, was received in chilling silence.

Theyll soon get tired of it, he said, hopefully; and I aint going to be beat by a lot of chaps wot I could lick with one and tied behind me. Theyll get to understand in time; Mr. Purnip says so. Its a pity that you dont try and do some good yourself.

Mrs. Billing received the suggestion with a sniff; but the seed was sown. She thought the matter over in private, and came to the conclusion that, if her husband wished her to participate in good works, it was not for her to deny him. Hitherto her efforts in that direction had been promptly suppressed; Mr. Billings idea being that if a woman looked after her home and her husband properly there should be neither time nor desire for anything else. His surprise on arriving home to tea on Saturday afternoon, and finding a couple of hard-working neighbours devouring his substance, almost deprived him of speech.

Poor things, said his wife, after the guests had gone; they did enjoy it. Its cheered em up wonderful. You and Mr. Purnip are quite right. I can see that now. You can tell him that it was you what put it into my art.

Me? Why, I never dreamt o such a thing, declared the surprised Mr. Billing. And theres other ways of doing good besides asking a pack of old women in to tea.

I know there is, said his wife. All in good time, she added, with a far-away look in her eyes.

Mr. Billing cleared his throat, but nothing came of it. He cleared it again.

I couldnt let you do all the good, said his wife, hastily. It wouldnt be fair. I must help.

Mr. Billing lit his pipe noisily, and then took it out into the back-yard and sat down to think over the situation. The ungenerous idea that his wife was making goodness serve her own ends was the first that occurred to him.

His suspicions increased with time. Mrs. Billings good works seemed to be almost entirely connected with hospitality. True, she had entertained Mr. Purnip and one of the ladies from the Settlement to tea, but that only riveted his bonds more firmly. Other visitors included his sister- in-law, for whom he had a great distaste, and some of the worst-behaved children in the street.

Its only high spirits, said Mrs. Billing; all children are like that. And I do it to help the mothers.

And cos you like children, said her husband, preserving his good- humour with an effort.

There was a touch of monotony about the new life, and the good deeds that accompanied it, which, to a man of ardent temperament, was apt to pall. And Elk Street, instead of giving him the credit which was his due, preferred to ascribe the change in his behaviour to what they called being a bit barmy on the crumpet.

He came home one evening somewhat dejected, brightening up as he stood in the passage and inhaled the ravishing odours from the kitchen. Mrs. Billing, with a trace of nervousness somewhat unaccountable in view of the excellent quality of the repast provided, poured him out a glass of beer, and passed flattering comment upon his appearance.

Wots the game? he inquired.

Game? repeated his wife, in a trembling voice. Nothing. Ow do you find that steak-pudding? I thought of giving you one every Wednesday.

Mr. Billing put down his knife and fork and sat regarding her thoughtfully. Then he pushed back his chair suddenly, and, a picture of consternation and wrath, held up his hand for silence.

W-w-wot is it? he demanded. A cat?

Mrs. Billing made no reply, and her husband sprang to his feet as a long, thin wailing sounded through the house. A note of temper crept into it and strengthened it.

Wot is it? demanded Mr. Billing again. Its  its Mrs. Smiths Charlie, stammered his wife.

In  in my bedroom? exclaimed her husband, in incredulous accents. Wots it doing there?

I took it for the night, said his wife hurriedly. Poor thing, what with the others being ill shes ad a dreadful time, and she said if Id take Charlie for a few  for a night, she might be able to get some sleep.

Mr. Billing choked. And what about my sleep? he shouted. Chuck it outside at once. Dye hear me?

His words fell on empty air, his wife having already sped upstairs to pacify Master Smith by a rhythmical and monotonous thumping on the back. Also she lifted up a thin and not particularly sweet voice and sang to him. Mr. Billing, finishing his supper in indignant silence, told himself grimly that he was beginning to have enough of it.

He spent the evening at the Charlton Arms, and, returning late, went slowly and heavily up to bed. In the light of a shaded candle he saw a small, objectionable-looking infant fast asleep on two chairs by the side of the bed.

Hsh! said his wife, in a thrilling whisper. Hes just gone off.

Dye mean I mustnt open my mouth in my own bedroom? demanded the indignant man, loudly.

Hsh! said his wife again.

It was too late. Master Smith, opening first one eye and then the other, finished by opening his mouth. The noise was appalling.

Hsh! Hsh! repeated Mrs. Billing, as her husband began to add to the noise. Dont wake im right up.

Right up? repeated the astonished man. Right up? Why, is he doing this in is sleep?

He subsided into silence, and, undressing with stealthy care, crept into bed and lay there, marvelling at his self-control. He was a sound sleeper, but six times at least he was awakened by Mrs. Billing slipping out of bed  regardless of draughts to her liege lord  and marching up and down the room with the visitor in her arms. He rose in the morning and dressed in ominous silence.

I ope he didnt disturb you, said his wife, anxiously.

Youve done it, replied Mr. Billing. Youve upset everything now. Since I joined the Purnip lot everybodys took advantage of me; now Im going to get some of my own back. You wouldnt ha dreamt of behaving like this a few weeks ago.

Oh, Joe! said his wife, entreatingly; and everybodys been so happy!

Except me, retorted Joe Billing. You come down and get my breakfast ready. If I start early I shall catch Mr. Bill Ricketts on is way to work. And mind, if I find that steam-orgin ere when I come ome to-night youll hear of it.

He left the house with head erect and the light of battle in his eyes, and, meeting Mr. Ricketts at the corner, gave that justly aggrieved gentleman the surprise of his life. Elk Street thrilled to the fact that Mr. Billing had broken out again, and spoke darkly of what the evening might bring forth. Curious eyes followed his progress as he returned home from work, and a little later on the news was spread abroad that he was out and paying off old scores with an ardour that nothing could withstand.

And wot about your change of art? demanded one indignant matron, as her husband reached home five seconds ahead of Mr. Billing and hid in the scullery.

Its changed agin, said Mr. Billing, simply.

He finished the evening in the Blue Lion, where he had one bar almost to himself, and, avoiding his wifes reproachful glance when he arrived home, procured some warm water and began to bathe his honourable scars.

Mr. Purnip as been round with another gentleman, said his wife.

Mr. Billing said, Oh!

Very much upset they was, and ope youll go and see them, she continued.

Mr. Billing said Oh! again; and, after thinking the matter over, called next day at the Settlement and explained his position.

Its all right for gentlemen like you, he said civilly. But a man. like me cant call his soul is own  or even is bedroom. Everybody takes advantage of im. Nobody ever gives you a punch, and, as for putting babies in your bedroom, they wouldnt dream of it.

He left amid expressions of general regret, turning a deaf ear to all suggestions about making another start, and went off exulting in his freedom.

His one trouble was Mr. Purnip, that estimable gentleman, who seemed to have a weird gift of meeting him at all sorts of times and places, never making any allusion to his desertion, but showing quite clearly by his manner that he still hoped for the return of the wanderer. It was awkward for a man of sensitive disposition, and Mr. Billing, before entering a street, got into the habit of peering round the corner first.

He pulled up suddenly one evening as he saw his tenacious friend, accompanied by a lady-member, some little distance ahead. Then he sprang forward with fists clenched as a passer-by, after scowling at Mr. Purnip, leaned forward and deliberately blew a mouthful of smoke into the face of his companion.

Mr. Billing stopped again and stood gaping with astonishment. The aggressor was getting up from the pavement, while Mr. Purnip, in an absolutely correct attitude, stood waiting for him. Mr. Billing in a glow of delight edged forward, and, with a few other fortunates, stood by watching one of the best fights that had ever been seen in the district. Mr. Purnips foot-work was excellent, and the way he timed his blows made Mr. Billings eyes moist with admiration.

It was over at last. The aggressor went limping off, and Mr. Purnip, wiping his bald head, picked up his battered and dusty hat from the roadway and brushed it on his sleeve. He turned with a start and a blush to meet the delighted gaze of Mr. Billing.

Im ashamed of myself, he murmured, brokenly ashamed.

Ashamed! exclaimed the amazed Mr. Billing. Why, a pro couldnt ha done better.

Such an awful example, moaned the other. All my good work here thrown away.

Dont you believe it, sir, said Mr. Billing, earnestly. As soon as this gets about youll get more members than you want amost. Im coming back, for one.

Mr. Purnip turned and grasped his hand.

I understand things now, said Mr. Billing, nodding sagely. Turning the other cheeks all right so long as you dont do it always. If you dont let em know whether you are going to turn the other cheek or knock their blessed heads off, its all right. Arf the trouble in the world is caused by letting people know too much.


HUSBANDRY

Dealing with a man, said the night-watchman, thoughtfully, is as easy as a teetotaller walking along a nice wide pavement; dealing with a woman is like the same teetotaller, arter four or five whiskies, trying to get up a step that aint there. If a man cant get is own way he eases is mind with a little nasty language, and then forgets all about it; if a woman cant get er own way she flies into a temper and reminds you of something you oughtnt to ha done ten years ago. Wot a woman would do whose usband had never done anything wrong I cant think.

I remember a young feller telling me about a row he ad with is wife once. He adnt been married long and he talked as if the way she carried on was unusual. Fust of all, he said, she spoke to im in a cooing sort o voice and pulled his moustache, then when he wouldnt give way she worked herself up into a temper and said things about is sister. Arter which she went out o the room and banged the door so hard it blew down a vase off the fireplace. Four times she came back to tell im other things she ad thought of, and then she got so upset she ad to go up to bed and lay down instead of getting his tea. When that didnt do no good she refused her food, and when e took her up toast and tea she wouldnt look at it. Said she wanted to die. He got quite uneasy till e came ome the next night and found the best part of a loaf o bread, a quarter o butter, and a couple o chops he ad got in for is supper had gorn; and then when he said e was glad she ad got er appetite back she turned round and said that he grudged er the food she ate.

And no woman ever owned up as ow she was wrong; and the more you try and prove it to em the louder they talk about something else. I know wot Im talking about because a woman made a mistake about me once, and though she was proved to be in the wrong, and it was years ago, my missus shakes her ead about it to this day.

It was about eight years arter I ad left off going to sea and took up night-watching. A beautiful summer evening it was, and I was sitting by the gate smoking a pipe till it should be time to light up, when I noticed a woman who ad just passed turn back and stand staring at me. Ive ad that sort o thing before, and I went on smoking and looking straight in front of me. Fat middle-aged woman she was, wot ad lost her good looks and found others. She stood there staring and staring, and by and by she tries a little cough.

I got up very slow then, and, arter looking all round at the evening, without seeing er, I was just going to step inside and shut the wicket, when she came closer.

Bill! she ses, in a choking sort o voice.

Bill!

I gave her a look that made her catch er breath, and I was just stepping through the wicket, when she laid hold of my coat and tried to hold me back.

Do you know wot youre a-doing of? I ses, turning on her.

Oh, Bill dear, she ses, dont talk to me like that. Do you want to break my art? Arter all these years!

She pulled out a dirt-coloured pocket-ankercher and stood there dabbing her eyes with it. One eye at a time she dabbed, while she looked at me reproachful with the other. And arter eight dabs, four to each eye, she began to sob as if her art would break.

Go away, I ses, very slow. You cant stand making that noise outside my wharf. Go away and give somebody else a treat.

Afore she could say anything the potman from the Tiger, a nasty ginger- aired little chap that nobody liked, come by and stopped to pat her on the back.

There, there, dont take on, mother, he ses. Wots he been a-doing to you?

You get off ome, I ses, losing my temper.

Wot dye mean trying to drag me into it? Ive never seen the woman afore in my life.

Oh, Bill! ses the woman, sobbing louder than ever. Oh! Oh! Oh!

Ow does she know your name, then? ses the little beast of a potman.

I didnt answer him. I might have told im that theres about five million Bills in England, but I didnt. I stood there with my arms folded acrost my chest, and looked at him, superior.

Where ave you been all this long, long time? she ses, between her sobs. Why did you leave your happy ome and your children wot loved you?

The potman let off a whistle that you could have eard acrost the river, and as for me, I thought I should ha dropped. To have a woman standing sobbing and taking my character away like that was amost more than I could bear.

Did he run away from you? ses the potman.

Ye-ye-yes, she ses. He went off on a vyge to China over nine years ago, and thats the last I saw of im till to-night. A lady friend o mine thought she reckernized im yesterday, and told me.

I shouldnt cry over im, ses the potman, shaking his ead: he aint worth it. If I was you I should just give im a bang or two over the ead with my umberella, and then give im in charge.

I stepped inside the wicket  backwards  and then I slammed it in their faces, and putting the key in my pocket, walked up the wharf. I knew it was no good standing out there argufying. I felt sorry for the pore thing in a way. If she really thought I was her usband, and she ad lost me  I put one or two things straight and then, for the sake of distracting my mind, I ad a word or two with the skipper of the John Henry, who was leaning against the side of his ship, smoking.

Wots that tapping noise? he ses, all of a sudden. Ark!

I knew wot it was. It was the handle of that umberella ammering on the gate. I went cold all over, and then when I thought that the pot-man was most likely encouraging er to do it I began to boil.

Somebody at the gate, ses the skipper.

Aye, aye, I ses. I know all about it.

I went on talking until at last the skipper asked me whether he was wandering in is mind, or whether I was. The mate came up from the cabin just then, and o course he ad to tell me there was somebody knocking at the gate.

Aint you going to open it? ses the skipper, staring at me.

Let em ring, I ses, off-hand.

The words was ardly out of my mouth afore they did ring, and if they ad been selling muffins they couldnt ha kept it up harder. And all the time the umberella was doing rat-a-tat tats on the gate, while a voice  much too loud for the potmans  started calling out: Watch-man ahoy!

Theyre calling you, Bill, ses the skipper. I aint deaf, I ses, very cold.

Well, I wish I was, ses the skipper. Its fair making my ear ache. Why the blazes dont you do your dooty, and open the gate?

You mind your bisness and Ill mind mine, I ses. I know wot Im doing. Its just some silly fools aving a game with me, and Im not going to encourage em.

Game with you? ses the skipper. Aint they got anything better than that to play with? Look ere, if you dont open that gate, I will.

Its nothing to do with you, I ses. You look arter your ship and Ill look arter my wharf. See? If you dont like the noise, go down in the cabin and stick your ead in a biscuit-bag.

To my surprise he took the mate by the arm and went, and I was just thinking wot a good thing it was to be a bit firm with people sometimes, when they came back dressed up in their coats and bowler-hats and climbed on to the wharf.

Watchman! ses the skipper, in a hoity-toity sort o voice, me and the mate is going as far as Aldgate for a breath o fresh air. Open the gate.

I gave him a look that might ha melted a art of stone, and all it done to im was to make im laugh.

Hurry up, he ses. It amost seems to me that theres somebody ringing the bell, and you can let them in same time as you let us out. Is it the bell, or is it my fancy, Joe? he ses, turning to the mate.

They marched on in front of me with their noses cocked in the air, and all the time the noise at the gate got worse and worse. So far as I could make out, there was quite a crowd outside, and I stood there with the key in the lock, trembling all over. Then I unlocked it very careful, and put my hand on the skippers arm.

Nip out quick, I ses, in a whisper.

Im in no hurry, ses the skipper. Here! Halloa, wots up?

It was like opening the door at a theatre, and the fust one through was that woman, shoved behind by the potman. Arter im came a car-man, two big ulking brewers draymen, a little scrap of a woman with er bonnet cocked over one eye, and a couple of dirty little boys.

Wot is it? ses the skipper, shutting the wicket behind em. A beanfeast?

This lady wants her usband, ses the pot-man, pointing at me. He run away from her nine years ago, and now he says he as never seen er before. He ought to be ung.

Bill, ses the skipper, shaking his silly ead at me. I can ardly believe it.

Its all a pack o silly lies, I ses, firing up. Shes made a mistake.

She made a mistake when she married you, ses the thin little woman. If I was in er shoes Id take old of you and tear you limb from limb.

I dont want to hurt im, maam, ses the other woman. I ony want him to come ome to me and my five. Why, hes never seen the youngest, little Annie. Shes as like im as two peas.

Pore little devil, ses the carman.

Look here! I ses, you clear off. All of you. Ow dare you come on to my wharf? If you arent gone in two minutes Ill give you all in charge.

Who to? ses one of the draymen, sticking his face into mine. You go ome to your wife and kids. Go on now, afore I put up my ands to you.

Thats the way to talk to im, ses the pot-man, nodding at em.

They all began to talk to me then and tell me wot I was to do, and wot they would do if I didnt. I couldnt get a word in edgeways. When I reminded the mate that when he was up in London e always passed himself off as a single man, e wouldnt listen; and when I asked the skipper whether is pore missus was blind, he ony went on shouting at the top of is voice. It ony showed me ow anxious most people are that everybody else should be good.

I thought they was never going to stop, and, if it adnt been for a fit of coughing, I dont believe that the scraggy little woman could ha stopped. Arter one o the draymen ad saved her life and spoilt er temper by patting er on the back with a hand the size of a leg o mutton, the carman turned to me and told me to tell the truth, if it choked me.

I have told you the truth, I ses. She ses Im her usband and I say I aint. Ows she going to prove it? Why should you believe her, and not me?

Shes got a truthful face, ses the carman.

Look here! ses the skipper, speaking very slow, Ive got an idea, wotll settle it praps. You get outside, he ses, turning sharp on the two little boys.

One o the draymen elped em to go out, and arf a minute arterwards a stone came over the gate and cut the potmans lip open. Boys will be boys.

Now! ses the skipper, turning to the woman, and smiling with conceitedness. Had your usband got any marks on im? Birth-mark, or moles, or anything of that sort?

Im sure he is my usband, ses the woman, dabbing her eyes.

Yes, yes, ses the skipper, but answer my question. If you can tell us any marks your usband had, we can take Bill down into my cabin and  

Youll do WOT? I ses, in a loud voice.

You speak when youre spoke to, ses the carman. Its got nothing to do with you.

No, he aint got no birthmarks, ses the woman, speaking very slow  and I could see she was afraid of making a mistake and losing me but hes got tattoo marks. Hes got a mermaid tattooed on im.

Where? ses the skipper, amost jumping.

I eld my breath. Five sailormen out of ten have been tattooed with mermaids, and I was one of em. When she spoke agin I thought I should ha dropped.

On is right arm, she ses, unless hes ad it rubbed off.

You cant rub out tattoo marks, ses the skipper.

They all stood looking at me as if they was waiting for something. I folded my arms  tight  and stared back at em.

If you aint this ladys usband, ses the skipper, turning to me, you can take off your coat and prove it.

And if you dont well take it off for you, ses the carman, coming a bit closer.

Arter that things appened so quick, I hardly knew whether I was standing on my cad or my heels. Both, I think. They was all on top o me at once, and the next thing I can remember is sitting on the ground in my shirt-sleeves listening to the potman, who was making a fearful fuss because somebody ad bit his ear arf off. My coat was ripped up the back, and one of the draymen was holding up my arm and showing them all the mermaid, while the other struck matches so as they could see better.

Thats your usband right enough, he ses to the woman. Take im.

Praps shell carry im ome, I ses, very fierce and sarcastic.

And we dont want none of your lip, ses the carman, who was in a bad temper because he ad got a fearful kick on the shin from somewhere.

I got up very slow and began to put my coat on again, and twice I ad to tell that silly woman that when I wanted her elp Id let er know. Then I eard slow, heavy footsteps in the road outside, and, afore any of em could stop me, I was calling for the police.

I dont like policemen as a rule; theyre too inquisitive, but when the wicket was pushed open and I saw a face with a helmet on it peeping in, I felt quite a liking for em.

Wots up? ses the policeman, staring ard at my little party.

They all started telling im at once, and I should think if the potman showed him is ear once he showed it to im twenty times. He lost his temper and pushed it away at last, and the potman gave a owl that set my teeth on edge. I waited till they was all finished, and the policeman trying to get is hearing back, and then I spoke up in a quiet way and told im to clear them all off of my wharf.

Theyre trespassing, I ses, all except the skipper and mate here. They belong to a little wash-tub thats laying alongside, and theyre both as armless as they look.

Its wonderful wot a uniform will do. The policeman just jerked his ead and said out-side, and the men went out like a flock of sheep. The ony man that said a word was the carman, who was in such a hurry that e knocked his bad shin against my foot as e went by. The thin little woman was passed out by the policeman in the middle of a speech she was making, and he was just going for the other, when the skipper stopped im.

This lady is coming on my ship, he ses, puffing out is chest.

I looked at im, and then I turned to the policeman. So long as she goes off my wharf, I dont mind where she goes, I ses. The skippers goings-on ave got nothing to do with me.

Then she can foller him ome in the morning, ses the skipper. Good night, watch-man.

Him and the mate elped the silly old thing to the ship, and, arter I ad been round to the Bears Head and fetched a pint for the police-man, I locked up and sat down to think things out; and the more I thought the worse they seemed. Ive eard people say that if you have a clear conscience nothing can hurt you. They didnt know my missus.

I got up at last and walked on to the jetty, and the woman, wot was sitting on the deck of the John Henry, kept calling out: Bill! like a sick baa-lamb crying for its ma. I went back, and ad four pints at the Bears Head, but it didnt seem to do me any good, and at last I went and sat down in the office to wait for morning.

It came at last, a lovely morning with a beautiful sunrise; and that woman sitting up wide awake, waiting to foller me ome. When I opened the gate at six oclock she was there with the mate and the skipper, waiting, and when I left at five minutes past she was trotting along beside me.

Twice I stopped and spoke to er, but it was no good. Other people stopped too, and I ad to move on agin; and every step was bringing me nearer to my house and the missus.

I turned into our street, arter passing it three times, and the first thing I saw was my missus standing on the doorstep aving a few words with the lady next door. Then she appened to look up and see us, just as that silly woman was trying to walk arm-in-arm.

Twice I knocked her and away, and then, right afore my wife and the party next door, she put her arm round my waist. By the time I got to the ouse my legs was trembling so I could hardly stand, and when I got into the passage I ad to lean up against the wall for a bit.
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Keep er out, I ses.

Wot do you want? ses my missus, trembling with passion. Wot do you think youre doing?

I want my usband, Bill, ses the woman.

My missus put her and to her throat and came in without a word, and the woman follered er. If I hadnt kept my presence o mind and shut the door two or three more would ave come in too.

I went into the kitchen about ten minutes arterwards to see ow they was getting on. Besides which they was both calling for me.

Now then! ses my missus, who was leaning up against the dresser with er arms folded, wot ave you got to say for yourself walking in as bold as brass with this hussy?

Bill! ses the woman, did you hear wot she called me?

She spoke to me like that afore my wife, and in two minutes they was at it, hammer and tongs.

Fust of all they spoke about each other, and then my missus started speaking about me. Shes got a better memory than most people, because she can remember things that never appened, and every time I coughed she turned on me like a tiger.

And as for you, she ses, turning to the woman, if you did marry im you should ha made sure that he adnt got a wife already.

He married me fust, ses the woman.

When? ses my wife. Wot was the date?

Wot was the date you married im? ses the other one.

They stood looking at each other like a couple o game-cocks, and I could see as plain as a pike-staff ow frightened both of em was o losing me.

Look here! I ses at last, to my missus, talk sense. Ow could I be married to er? When I was at sea I was at sea, and when I was ashore I was with you.

Did you use to go down to the ship to see im off? ses the woman.

No, ses my wife. Id something better to do.

Neither did I, ses the woman. Praps thats where we both made a mistake.

You get out of my ouse! ses my missus, very sudden. Go on, afore I put you out.

Not without my Bill, ses the woman. If you lay a finger on me Ill scream the house down.

You brought her ere, ses my wife, turning to me, now you can take er away?

I didnt bring er, I ses. She follered me.

Well, she can foller you agin, she ses. Go on! she ses, trembling all over. Git out afore I start on you.

I was in such a temper that I darent trust myself to stop. I just gave er one look, and then I drew myself up and went out. Alf the fools in our street was standing in front of the ouse, umming like bees, but I took no notice. I held my ead up and walked through them with that woman trailing arter me.

I was in such a state of mind that I went on like a man in a dream. If it had ha been a dream I should ha pushed er under an omnibus, but you cant do things like that in real life.

Penny for your thoughts, Bill, she ses. I didnt answer her.

Why dont you speak to me? she ses.

You dont know wot youre asking for, I ses.

I was hungry and sleepy, and ow I was going to get through the day I couldnt think. I went into a pub and ad a couple o pints o stout and a crust o bread and cheese for brekfuss. I dont know wot she ad, but when the barman tried to take for it out o my money, I surprised im.

We walked about till I was ready to drop. Then we got to Victoria Park, and I ad no sooner got on to the grass than I laid down and went straight off to sleep. It was two oclock when I woke, and, arter a couple o pork-pies and a pint or two, I sat on a seat in the Park smoking, while she kep dabbing er eyes agin and asking me to come ome.

At five oclock I got up to go back to the wharf, and, taking no notice of er, I walked into the street and jumped on a bus that was passing. She jumped too, and, arter the conductor had elped er up off of er knees and taken her arms away from his waist, Im blest if he didnt turn on me and ask me why I adnt left her at ome.

We got to the wharf just afore six. The John Henry ad gorn, but the skipper ad done all the arm he could afore he sailed, and, if I adnt kept my temper, I should ha murdered arf a dozen of em.

The woman wanted to come on to the wharf, but I ad a word or two with one o the fore-men, who owed me arf-a-dollar, and he made that all right.

We all ave our faults, Bill, he ses as e went out, and I suppose she was better looking once upon a time?

I didnt answer im. I shut the wicket arter im, quick, and turned the key, and then I went on with my work. For a long time everything was as quiet as the grave, and then there came just one little pull at the bell. Five minutes arterwards there was another.

I thought it was that woman, but I ad to make sure. When it came the third time I crept up to the gate.

Halloa! I ses. Who is it?

Me, darling, ses a voice I reckernized as the potmans. Your missus wants to come in and sit down.

I could ear several people talking, and it seemed to me there was quite a crowd out there, and by and by that bell was going like mad. Then people started kicking the gate, and shouting, but I took no notice until, presently, it left off all of a sudden, and I eard a loud voice asking what it was all about. I suppose there was about fifty of em all telling it at once, and then there was the sound of a fist on the gate.

Who is it? I ses.

Police, ses the voice.

I opened the wicket then and looked out. A couple o policemen was standing by the gate and arf the riff-raff of Wapping behind em.

Wots all this about? ses one o the policemen.

I shook my ead. Ask me another, I ses. Your missus is causing a disturbance, he ses.

Shes not my missus, I ses; shes a complete stranger to me.

And causing a crowd to collect and refusing to go away, ses the other policeman.

Thats your business, I ses. Its nothing to do with me.

They talked to each other for a moment, and then they spoke to the woman. I didnt ear wot she said, but I saw her shake her ead, and amost direckly arterwards she was marching away between the two policemen with the crowd follering and advising er where to kick em.

I was a bit worried at fust  not about her  and then I began to think that praps it was the best thing that could have appened.

I went ome in the morning with a load lifted off my mind; but I adnt been in the ouse two seconds afore my missus started to put it on agin. Fust of all she asked me ow I dared to come into the ouse, and then she wanted to know wot I meant by leaving her at ome and going out for the day with another woman.

You told me to, I ses.

Oh, yes, she ses, trembling with temper. You always do wot I tell you, dont you? Al-ways ave, especially when its anything you like.

She fetched a bucket o water and scrubbed the kitchen while I was having my brekfuss, but I kept my eye on er, and, the moment she ad finished, I did the perlite and emptied the bucket for er, to prevent mistakes.

I read about the case in the Sunday paper, and Im thankful to say my name wasnt in it. All the magistrate done was to make er promise that she wouldnt do it again, and then he let er go. I should ha felt more comfortable if he ad given er five years, but, as it turned out, it didnt matter. Her usband happened to read it, and, whether e was tired of living alone, or whether he was excited by caring that she ad got a little general shop, e went back to her.

The fust I knew about it was they came round to the wharf to see me. He ad been a fine-looking chap in is day, and even then e was enough like me for me to see ow she ad made the mistake; and all the time she was telling me ow it appened, he was looking me up and down and sniffing.

Ave you got a cold? I ses, at last.

Wots that got to do with you? he ses. Wot do you mean by walking out with my wife? Thats what Ive come to talk about.

For a moment I thought that his bad luck ad turned is brain. Youve got it wrong, I ses, as soon as I could speak. She walked out with me.

Cos she thought you was her usband, he ses, but you didnt think you was me, did you?

Course I didnt, I ses.

Then ow dare you walk out with er? he ses.

Look ere! I ses. You get off ome as quick as you like. Ive ad about enough of your family. Go on, hook it.

Afore I could put my ands up he it me hard in the mouth, and the next moment we was at it as ard as we could go. Nearly every time I hit im he wasnt there, and every time e hit me I wished I hadnt ha been. When I said I had ad enough, e contradicted me and kept on, but he got tired of it at last, and, arter telling me wot he would do if I ever walked is wife out agin, they went off like a couple o love-birds.

By the time I got ome next morning my eyes was so swelled up I could ardly see, and my nose wouldnt let me touch it. I was so done up I could ardly speak, but I managed to tell my missus about it arter I had ad a cup o tea. Judging by her face anybody might ha thought I was telling er something funny, and, when I ad finished, she looks up at the ceiling and ses:

I ope itll be a lesson to you, she ses.


FAMILY CARES

Mr. Jernshaw, who was taking the opportunity of a lull in business to weigh out pound packets of sugar, knocked his hands together and stood waiting for the order of the tall bronzed man who had just entered the shop  a well-built man of about forty  who was regarding him with blue eyes set in quizzical wrinkles.

What, Harry! exclaimed Mr. Jernshaw, in response to the wrinkles. Harry Barrett!

Thats me, said the other, extending his hand. The rolling stone come home covered with moss.

Mr. Jernshaw, somewhat excited, shook hands, and led the way into the little parlour behind the shop.

Fifteen years, said Mr. Barrett, sinking into a chair, and the old place hasnt altered a bit.

Smithson told me he had let that house in Webb Street to a Barrett, said the grocer, regarding him, but I never thought of you. I suppose youve done well, then?

Mr. Barrett nodded. Cant grumble, he said modestly. Ive got enough to live on. Melbournes all right, but I thought Id come home for the evening of my life.

Evening! repeated his friend. Forty-three, said Mr. Barrett, gravely. Im getting on.

You havent changed much, said the grocer, passing his hand through his spare grey whiskers. Wait till you have a wife and seven youngsters. Why, boots alone  

Mr. Barrett uttered a groan intended for sympathy. Perhaps you could help me with the furnishing, he said, slowly. Ive never had a place of my own before, and I dont know much about it.

Anything I can do, said his friend. Better not get much yet; you might marry, and my taste mightnt be hers.

Mr. Barrett laughed. Im not marrying, he said, with conviction.

Seen anything of Miss Prentice yet? inquired Mr. Jernshaw.

No, said the other, with a slight flush. Why?

Shes still single, said the grocer.

What of it? demanded Mr. Barrett, with warmth. What of it?

Nothing, said Mr. Jernshaw, slowly. Nothing; only I  

Well? said the other, as he paused.

I  there was an idea that you went to Australia to  to better your condition, murmured the grocer. That  that you were not in a position to marry  that  

Boy and girl nonsense, said Mr. Barrett, sharply. Why, its fifteen years ago. I dont suppose I should know her if I saw her. Is her mother alive?

Rather! said Mr. Jernshaw, with emphasis. Louisa is something like what her mother was when you went away.

Mr. Barrett shivered.

But youll see for yourself, continued the other. Youll have to go and see them. Theyll wonder you havent been before.

Let em wonder, said the embarrassed Mr. Barrett. I shall go and see all my old friends in their turn; casual-like. You might let em hear that Ive been to see you before seeing them, and then, if theyre thinking any nonsense, itll be a hint. Im stopping in town while the house is being decorated; next time I come down Ill call and see somebody else.

Thatll be another hint, assented Mr. Jernshaw. Not that hints are much good to Mrs. Prentice.

Well see, said Mr. Barrett.

In accordance with his plan his return to his native town was heralded by a few short visits at respectable intervals. A sort of human butterfly, he streaked rapidly across one or two streets, alighted for half an hour to resume an old friendship, and then disappeared again. Having given at least half-a-dozen hints of this kind, he made a final return to Ramsbury and entered into occupation of his new house.

It does you credit, Jernshaw, he said, gratefully. I should have made a rare mess of it without your help.

It looks very nice, admitted his friend. Too nice.

Thats all nonsense, said the owner, irritably.

All right, said Mr. Jernshaw. I dont know the sex, then, thats all. If you think that youre going to keep a nice house like this all to yourself, youre mistaken. Its a home; and where theres a home a woman comes in, somehow.

Mr. Barrett grunted his disbelief.

I give you four days, said Mr. Jernshaw.

As a matter of fact, Mrs. Prentice and her daughter came on the fifth. Mr. Barrett, who was in an easy-chair, wooing slumber with a handkerchief over his head, heard their voices at the front door and the cordial invitation of his housekeeper. They entered the room as he sat hastily smoothing his rumpled hair.

Good afternoon, he said, shaking hands.

Mrs. Prentice returned the greeting in a level voice, and, accepting a chair, gazed around the room.

Nice weather, said Mr. Barrett.

Very, said Mrs. Prentice.

Its  its quite a pleasure to see you again, said Mr. Barrett.

We thought we should have seen you before, said Mrs. Prentice, but I told Louisa that no doubt you were busy, and wanted to surprise her. I like the carpet; dont you, Louisa?

Miss Prentice said she did.

The room is nice and airy, said Mrs. Prentice, but its a pity you didnt come to me before deciding. I could have told you of a better house for the same money.

Im very well satisfied with this, said Mr. Barrett. Its all I want.

Its well enough, conceded Mrs. Prentice, amiably. And how have you been all these years?

Mr. Barrett, with some haste, replied that his health and spirits had been excellent.

You look well, said Mrs. Prentice. Neither of you seem to have changed much, she added, looking from him to her daughter. And I think you did quite well not to write. I think it was much the best.

Mr. Barrett sought for a question: a natural, artless question, that would neutralize the hideous suggestion conveyed by this remark, but it eluded him. He sat and gazed in growing fear at Mrs. Prentice.

I  I couldnt write, he said at last, in desperation; my wife  

Your what? exclaimed Mrs. Prentice, loudly.

Wife, said Mr. Barrett, suddenly calm now that he had taken the plunge. She wouldnt have liked it.

Mrs. Prentice tried to control her voice. I never heard you were married! she gasped. Why isnt she here?

We couldnt agree, said the veracious Mr. Barrett. She was very difficult; so I left the children with her and  

Chil   said Mrs. Prentice, and paused, unable to complete the word.

Five, said Mr. Barrett, in tones of resignation. It was rather a wrench, parting with them, especially the baby. He got his first tooth the day I left.

The information fell on deaf ears. Mrs. Prentice, for once in her life thoroughly at a loss, sat trying to collect her scattered faculties. She had come out prepared for a hard job, but not an impossible one. All things considered, she took her defeat with admirable composure.

I have no doubt it is much the best thing for the children to remain with their mother, she said, rising.

Much the best, agreed Mr. Barrett. Whatever she is like, continued the old lady. Are you ready, Louisa?

Mr. Barrett followed them to the door, and then, returning to the room, watched, with glad eyes, their progress up the street.

Wonder whether shell keep it to herself? he muttered.

His doubts were set at rest next day. All Ramsbury knew by then of his matrimonial complications, and seemed anxious to talk about them; complications which tended to increase until Mr. Barrett wrote out a list of his childrens names and ages and learnt it off by heart.

Relieved of the attentions of the Prentice family, he walked the streets a free man; and it was counted to him for righteousness that he never said a hard word about his wife. She had her faults, he said, but they were many thousand miles away, and he preferred to forget them. And he added, with some truth, that he owed her a good deal.

For a few months he had no reason to alter his opinion. Thanks to his presence of mind, the Prentice family had no terrors for him. Heart- whole and fancy free, he led the easy life of a man of leisure, a condition of things suddenly upset by the arrival of Miss Grace Lindsay to take up a post at the elementary school. Mr. Barrett succumbed almost at once, and, after a few encounters in the street and meetings at mutual friends, went to unbosom him-self to Mr. Jernshaw.

What has she got to do with you? demanded that gentleman.

I  Im rather struck with her, said Mr. Barrett.

Struck with her? repeated his friend, sharply. Im surprised at you. Youve no business to think of such things.

Why not? demanded Mr. Barrett, in tones that were sharper still.

Why not? repeated the other. Have you forgotten your wife and children?

Mr. Barrett, who, to do him justice, had forgotten, fell back in his chair and sat gazing at him, open-mouthed.

Youre in a false position  in a way, said Mr. Jernshaw, sternly.

False is no name for it, said Mr. Barrett, huskily. What am I to do?

Do? repeated the other, staring at him. Nothing! Unless, perhaps, you send for your wife and children. I suppose, in any case, you would have to have the little ones if anything happened to her?

Mr. Barrett grinned ruefully.

Think it over, said Mr. Jernshaw. I will, said the other, heartily.

He walked home deep in thought. He was a kindly man, and he spent some time thinking out the easiest death for Mrs. Barrett. He decided at last upon heart-disease, and a fort-night later all Ramsbury knew of the letter from Australia conveying the mournful intelligence. It was generally agreed that the mourning and the general behaviour of the widower left nothing to be desired.

Shes at peace at last, he said, solemnly, to Jernshaw.

I believe you killed her, said his friend. Mr. Barrett started violently.

I mean your leaving broke her heart, explained the other.

Mr. Barrett breathed easily again.

Its your duty to look after the children, said Jernshaw, firmly. And Im not the only one that thinks so.

They are with their grandfather and grand-mother, said Mr. Barrett.

Mr. Jernshaw sniffed.

And four uncles and five aunts, added Mr. Barrett, triumphantly.

Think how they would brighten up your house, said Mr. Jernshaw.

His friend shook his head. It wouldnt be fair to their grandmother, he said, decidedly. Besides, Australia wants population.

He found to his annoyance that Mr. Jernshaws statement that he was not alone in his views was correct. Public opinion seemed to expect the arrival of the children, and one citizen even went so far as to recommend a girl he knew, as nurse.

Ramsbury understood at last that his decision was final, and, observing his attentions to the new schoolmistress, flattered itself that it had discovered the reason. It is possible that Miss Lindsay shared their views, but if so she made no sign, and on the many occasions on which she met Mr. Barrett on her way to and from school greeted him with frank cordiality. Even when he referred to his loneliness, which he did frequently, she made no comment.

He went into half-mourning at the end of two months, and a month later bore no outward signs of his loss. Added to that his step was springy and his manner youthful. Miss Lindsay was twenty-eight, and he persuaded himself that, sexes considered, there was no disparity worth mentioning.

He was only restrained from proposing by a question of etiquette. Even a shilling book on the science failed to state the interval that should elapse between the death of one wife and the negotiations for another. It preferred instead to give minute instructions with regard to the eating of asparagus. In this dilemma he consulted Jernshaw.

Dont know, Im sure, said that gentle-man; besides, it doesnt matter.

Doesnt matter? repeated Mr. Barrett. Why not?

Because I think Tillett is paying her attentions, was the reply. Hes ten years younger than you are, and a bachelor. A girl would naturally prefer him to a middle-aged widower with five children.

In Australia, the other reminded him.

Man for man, bachelor for bachelor, said Mr. Jernshaw, regarding him, she might prefer you; as things are

I shall ask her, said Mr. Barrett, doggedly. I was going to wait a bit longer, but if theres any chance of her wrecking her prospects for life by marrying that tailors dummy its my duty to risk it  for her sake. Ive seen him talking to her twice myself, but I never thought hed dream of such a thing.

Apprehension and indignation kept him awake half the night, but when he arose next morning it was with the firm resolve to put his fortune to the test that day. At four oclock he changed his neck-tie for the third time, and at ten past sallied out in the direction of the school. He met Miss Lindsay just coming out, and, after a well-deserved compliment to the weather, turned and walked with her.

I was hoping to meet you, he said, slowly.

Yes? said the girl.

I  I have been feeling rather lonely to-day, he continued.

You often do, said Miss Lindsay, guardedly.

It gets worse and worse, said Mr. Barrett, sadly.

I think I know what is the matter with you, said the girl, in a soft voice; you have got nothing to do all day, and you live alone, except for your housekeeper.

Mr. Barrett assented with some eagerness, and stole a hopeful glance at her.

You  you miss something, continued Miss. Lindsay, in a faltering voice.

I do, said Mr. Barrett, with ardour.

You miss  the girl made an effort you miss the footsteps and voices of your little children.

Mr. Barrett stopped suddenly in the street, and then, with a jerk, went blindly on.

Ive never spoken of it before because its your business, not mine, continued the girl. I wouldnt have spoken now, but when you referred to your loneliness I thought perhaps you didnt realize the cause of it.

Mr. Barrett walked on in silent misery.

Poor little motherless things! said Miss Lindsay, softly. Motherless and  fatherless.

Better for them, said Mr. Barrett, finding his voice at last.

It almost looks like it, said Miss Lindsay, with a sigh.

Mr. Barrett tried to think clearly, but the circumstances were hardly favourable. Suppose, he said, speaking very slowly, suppose I wanted to get married?

Miss Lindsay started. What, again? she said, with an air of surprise.

How could I ask a girl to come and take over five children?

No woman that was worth having would let little children be sacrificed for her sake, said Miss Lindsay, decidedly.

Do you think anybody would marry me with five children? demanded Mr. Barrett.

She might, said the girl, edging away from him a little. It depends on the woman.

Would  you, for instance? said Mr. Barrett, desperately.

Miss Lindsay shrank still farther away. I dont know; it would depend upon circumstances, she murmured.

I will write and send for them, said Mr. Barrett, significantly.

Miss Lindsay made no reply. They had arrived at her gate by this time, and, with a hurried handshake, she disappeared indoors.

Mr. Barrett, somewhat troubled in mind, went home to tea.

He resolved, after a little natural hesitation, to drown the children, and reproached himself bitterly for not having disposed of them at the same time as their mother. Now he would have to go through another period of mourning and the consequent delay in pressing his suit. Moreover, he would have to allow a decent interval between his conversation with Miss Lindsay and their untimely end.

The news of the catastrophe arrived two or three days before the return of the girl from her summer holidays. She learnt it in the first half- hour from her landlady, and sat in a dazed condition listening to a description of the grief-stricken father and the sympathy extended to him by his fellow-citizens. It appeared that nothing had passed his lips for two days.
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Shocking! said Miss Lindsay, briefly. Shocking!

An instinctive feeling that the right and proper thing to do was to nurse his grief in solitude kept Mr. Barrett out of her way for nearly a week. When she did meet him she received a limp handshake and a greeting in a voice from which all hope seemed to have departed.

I am very sorry, she said, with a sort of measured gentleness.

Mr. Barrett, in his hushed voice, thanked her.

I am all alone now, he said, pathetically. There is nobody now to care whether I live or die.

Miss Lindsay did not contradict him.

How did it happen? she inquired, after they had gone some distance in silence.

They were out in a sailing-boat, said Mr. Barrett; the boat capsized in a puff of wind, and they were all drowned.

Who was in charge of them? inquired the girl, after a decent interval.

Boatman, replied the other.

How did you hear?

I had a letter from one of my sisters-in-law, Charlotte, said Mr. Barrett. A most affecting letter. Poor Charlotte was like a second mother to them. Shell never be the same woman again. Never!

I should like to see the letter, said Miss Lindsay, musingly.

Mr. Barrett suppressed a start. I should like to show it to you, he said, but Im afraid I have destroyed it. It made me shudder every time I looked at it.

Its a pity, said the girl, dryly. I should have liked to see it. Ive got my own idea about the matter. Are you sure she was very fond of them?

She lived only for them, said Mr. Barrett, in a rapt voice.

Exactly. I dont believe they are drowned at all, said Miss Lindsay, suddenly. I believe you have had all this terrible anguish for nothing. Its too cruel.

Mr. Barrett stared at her in anxious amazement.

I see it all now, continued the girl. Their Aunt Charlotte was devoted to them. She always had the fear that some day you would return and claim them, and to prevent that she invented the story of their death.

Charlotte is the most truthful woman that ever breathed, said the distressed Mr. Barrett.

Miss Lindsay shook her head. You are like all other honourable, truthful people, she said, looking at him gravely. You cant imagine anybody else telling a falsehood. I dont believe you could tell one if you tried.

Mr. Barrett gazed about him with the despairing look of a drowning mariner.

Im certain Im right, continued the girl. I can see Charlotte exulting in her wickedness. Why!

Whats the matter? inquired Mr. Barrett, greatly worried.

Ive just thought of it, said Miss Lindsay. Shes told you that your children are drowned, and she has probably told them you are dead. A woman like that would stick at nothing to gain her ends.

You dont know Charlotte, said Mr. Barrett, feebly.

I think I do, was the reply. However, well make sure. I suppose youve got friends in Melbourne?

A few, said Mr. Barrett, guardedly.

Come down to the post-office and cable to one of them.

Mr. Barrett hesitated. Ill write, he said, slowly. Its an awkward thing to cable; and theres no hurry. Ill write to Jack Adams, I think.

Its no good writing, said Miss Lindsay, firmly. You ought to know that.

Why not? demanded the other.

Because, you foolish man, said the girl, calmly, before your letter got there, there would be one from Melbourne saying that he had been choked by a fish-bone, or died of measles, or something of that sort.

Mr. Barrett, hardly able to believe his ears, stopped short and looked at her. The girls eyes were moist with mirth and her lips trembling. He put out his hand and took her wrist in a strong grip.

Thats all right, he said, with a great gasp of relief. Phew! At one time I thought I had lost you.

By heart-disease, or drowning? inquired Miss Lindsay, softly.


THE WINTER OFFENSIVE

N.B.  Having regard to the eccentricities of the Law of Libel it must be distinctly understood that the following does not refer to the distinguished officer, Lieut. Troup Horne, of the Inns of Court. Anybody trying to cause mischief between a civilian of eight stone and a soldier of seventeen by a statement to the contrary will hear from my solicitors.

Aug. 29, 1916.  We returned from the sea to find our house still our own, and the military still in undisputed possession of the remains of the grass in the fields of Berkhamsted Place. As in previous years, it was impossible to go in search of wild-flowers without stumbling over sleeping members of the Inns of Court; but war is war, and we grumble as little as possible.

Sept. 28.  Unpleasant rumours to the effect that several members of the Inns of Court had attributed cases of curvature of the spine to sleeping on ground that had been insufficiently rolled. Also that they had been heard to smack their lips and speak darkly of featherbeds. Respected neighbour of gloomy disposition said that if Pharaoh were still alive he could suggest an eleventh plague to him beside which frogs and flies were an afternoons diversion.

Oct. 3.  Householders of Berkhamsted busy mending bedsteads broken by last years billets, and buying patent taps for their beer-barrels.

Oct. 15.  Informed that a representative of the Army wished to see me. Instead of my old friend Q.M.S. Beddem, who generally returns to life at this time of year, found that it was an officer of magnificent presence and two pips. A fine figure of a man, with a great resemblance to the late lamented Bismarck, minus the moustache and the three hairs on the top of the head. Asked him to be seated. He selected a chair that was all arms and legs and no hips to speak of and crushed himself into it. After which he unfastened his belt and swelled wisibly afore my werry eyes. Said that his name was True Born and asked if it made any difference to me whether I had one officer or half-a-dozen men billeted on me. Said that he was the officer, and that as the rank-and-file were not allowed to pollute the same atmosphere, thought I should score. After a mental review of all I could remember of the Weights and Measures Table, accepted him. He bade a lingering farewell to the chair, and departed.

Oct. 16.  Saw Q.M.S. Beddem on the other side of the road and gave him an absolutely new thrill by crossing to meet him. Asked diffidently  as diffidently as he could, that is  how many men my house would hold. Replied eight  or ten at a pinch. He gave me a surprised and beaming smile and whipped out a huge note-book. Informed him with as much regret as I could put into a voice not always under perfect control, that I had already got an officer. Q.M.S., favouring me with a look very appropriate to the Devils Own, turned on his heel and set off in pursuit of a lady-billetee, pulling up short on the threshold of the baby-linen shop in which she took refuge. Left him on guard with a Casablanca-like look on his face.

Nov. 1.  Lieut. True Born took up his quarters with us. Gave him my dressing-room for bedchamber. Was awakened several times in the night by what I took to be Zeppelins, flying low.

Nov. 2.  Lieut. True Born offered to bet me five pounds to twenty that the war would be over by 1922.

Nov. 3.  Offered to teach me auction-bridge.

Nov. 4.  Asked me whether I could play shove hapenny.

Nov. 10.  Lieut. True Born gave one of the regimental horses a riding- lesson. Came home grumpy and went to bed early.

Nov. 13.  Another riding-lesson. Over-heard him asking one of the maids whether there was such a thing as a water-bed in the house.

Nov. 17.  Complained bitterly of horse-copers. Said that his poor mount was discovered to be suffering from saddle-soreness, broken wind, splints, weak hocks, and two bones of the neck out of place.

Dec. 9.  7 p.m.  One of last years billets, Private Merited, on leave from a gunnery course, called to see me and to find out whether his old bed had improved since last year. Left his motor-bike in the garage, and the smell in front of the dining-room window.

8 to 12 p.m.  Sat with Private Merited, listening to Lieut. True Born on the mistakes of Wellington.

12.5 a.m.  Rose to go to bed. Was about to turn out gas in hall when I discovered the lieutenant standing with his face to the wall playing pat- a-cake with it. Gave him three-parts of a tumbler of brandy. Said he felt better and went upstairs. Arrived in his bed-room, he looked about him carefully, and then, with a superb sweep of his left arm, swept the best Chippendale looking-glass in the family off the dressing table and dived face down-wards to the floor, missing death and the corner of the chest of drawers by an inch.

12:15 a.m.  Rolled him on to his back and got his feet on the bed. They fell off again as soon as they were cleaner than the quilt. The lieutenant, startled by the crash, opened his eyes and climbed into bed unaided.

12.20 a.m.  Sent Private Merited for the M.O., Captain Geranium.

12.25 a.m.  Mixed a dose of brandy and castor-oil in a tumbler. Am told it slips down like an oyster that way  bad oyster, I should think. Lieut. True Born jibbed. Reminded him that England expects that every man will take his castor-oil. Reply unprintable. Apologized a moment later. Said that his mind was wandering and that he thought he was a colonel. Reassured him.

12.40 a.m.  Private Merited returned with the M.O. Latter nicely dressed in musical-comedy pyjamas of ravishing hue, and great-coat, with rose- tinted feet thrust into red morocco slippers. Held consultation and explained my treatment. M.O. much impressed, anxious to know whether I was a doctor. Told him No, but that I knew all the ropes. First give patient castor-oil, then diet him and call every day to make sure that he doesnt like his food. After that, if he shows signs of getting well too soon, give him a tonic. . . . M.O. stuffy.

Dec. 10.  M.O. diagnosed attack as due to something which True Born believes to be tobacco, with which he disinfects the house, the mess-sheds, and the streets of Berkhamsted.

Dec. 11.  True Born, shorn of thirteen pipes a day out of sixteen, disparages the whole race of M.O.s.

Dec. 14.  He obtains leave to attend wedding of a great-aunt and ransacks London for a specialist who advocates strong tobacco.

Dec. 15.  He classes specialists with M.O.s. Is surprised (and apparently disappointed) that, so far, the breaking of the looking-glass has brought me no ill-luck. Feel somewhat uneasy myself until glass is repaired by local cabinet-maker.

Jan. 10, 1917.  Lieut. True Born starts to break in another horse.

Feb. 1.  Horse broken.

March 3.  Running short of tobacco, go to my billets room and try a pipe of his. Take all the remedies except the castor-oil.

April 4, 8.30 a.m.  Awakened by an infernal crash and discover that my poor looking-glass is in pieces again on the floor. True Born explains that its position, between the open door and the open window, was too much for it. Dont believe a word of it. Shall believe to my dying day that it burst in a frantic but hopeless attempt to tell Lieut. True Born the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

April 6.  The lieutenant watching for some sign of misfortune to me. Says that I cant break a mirror twice without ill-luck following it. Me!

April 9.  Lieut. True Born comes up to me with a face full of conflicting emotions. Your ill-luck has come at last, he says with gloomy satisfaction. We go under canvas on the 23rd. You are losing me!


THE SUBSTITUTE

The night watchman had just returned to the office fire after leaving it to attend a ring at the wharf bell. He sat for some time puffing fiercely at his pipe and breathing heavily.

Boys! he said, at last. Thats the third time this week, and yet if I was to catch one and skin im alive I suppose I should get into trouble over it. Even is own father and mother would make a fuss, most like. Some people have boys, and other people ave the trouble of em. Our streets full of em, and the way they carry on would make a monkey-ouse ashamed of itself. The man next door to mes got seven of em, and when I spoke to im friendly about it over a pint one night, he put the blame on is wife.

The worst boy I ever knew used to be office-boy in this ere office, and I cant understand now why I wasnt ung for him. Undersized little chap he was, with a face the colour o bad pie-crust, and two little black eyes like shoe-buttons. To see im with his little white cuffs, and a stand-up collar, and a little black bow, and a little bowler-at, was enough to make a cat laugh. I told im so one day, and arter that we knew where we was. Both of us.

By rights he ought to ave left the office at six  just my time for coming on. As it was, he used to stay late, purtending to work ard so as to get a rise. Arter all the clerks ad gorn ome he used to sit perched up on a stool yards too igh for him, with one eye on the ledger and the other looking through the winder at me. I remember once going off for arf a pint, and when I come back I found im with a policeman, two carmen, and all the hands off of the Maid Marian, standing on the edge of the jetty, waiting for me to come up. He said that, not finding me on the wharf, e made sure that I must ave tumbled overboard, as he felt certain that I wouldnt neglect my dooty while there was breath in my body; but e was sorry to find e was mistook. He stood there talking like a little clergyman, until one of the carmen knocked his at over is eyes, and then he forgot imself for a bit.

Arter that I used to wait until he ad gorn afore I ad my arf-pint. I didnt want my good name taken away, and I had to be careful, and manys the good arf-pint I ad to refuse because that little imitation monkey was sitting in the office drawing faces on is blotting-paper. But sometimes it dont matter ow careful you are, you make a mistake.

There was a little steamer, called the Eastern Monarch, used to come up here in them days, once a week. Fat little tub she was, with a crew o fattish old men, and a skipper that I didnt like. Hed been in the coasting trade all is life, while Ive knocked about all over the world, but to hear im talk youd think he knew more about things than I did.

Eddication, Bill, he ses one evening, thats the thing! You cant argufy without it; you only talk foolish, like you are doing now.

Theres eddication and theres common sense, I ses. Some people as one and some people as the other. Give me common sense.

Thats wot you want, he ses, nodding.

And, o course, I ses, looking at im, theres some people asnt got either one or the other.

The office-boy came out of the office afore he could think of an answer, and the pair of em stood there talking to show off their cleverness, till their tongues ached. I took up my broom and went on sweeping, and they was so busy talking long words they didnt know the meaning of to each other that they was arf choked with dust afore they noticed it. When they did notice it they left off using long words, and the skipper tried to hurt my feelings with a few short ones e knew.

Its no good wasting your breath on im, ses the boy. You might as well talk to a beer-barrel.

He went off, dusting imself down with his little pocket-ankercher, and arter the skipper ad told me wot hed like to do, only he was too sorry for me to do it, e went back to the ship to put on a clean collar, and went off for the evening.

He always used to go off by hisself of a evening, and I used to wonder ow he passed the time. Then one night I found out.

I had just come out of the Bears Head, and stopped to look round afore going back to the wharf, when I see a couple o people standing on the swing-bridge saying Good-bye to each other. One of em was a man and the other wasnt.

Evening, capn, I ses, as he came towards me, and gave a little start. I didnt know you ad brought your missis up with you this trip.

Evening, Bill, he ses, very peaceful. Wot a lovely evening!

Bee-utiful! I ses.

So fresh, ses the skipper, sniffing in some of the air.

Makes you feel quite young agin, I ses.

He didnt say nothing to that, except to look at me out of the corner of is eye; and stepping on to the wharf had another look at the sky to admire it, and then went aboard his ship. If he ad only stood me a pint, and trusted me, things might ha turned out different.

Quite by chance I happened to be in the Bears Head a week arterwards, and, quite by chance, as I came out I saw the skipper saying Good-bye on the bridge agin. He seemed to be put out about something, and when I said Wot a lovely evening it would be if only it wasnt raining ard! he said something about knocking my ead off.

And you keep your nose out o my bisness, he ses, very fierce.

Your bisness! I ses. Wot bisness?

Theres some people as might like to know that you leave the wharf to look arter itself while youre sitting in a pub swilling gallons and gallons o beer, he ses, in a nasty sort o way. Live and let live, thats my motter.

I dont know wot youre talking about, I ses, but it dont matter anyways. Ive got a clear conscience; thats the main thing. Im as open as the day, and theres nothing about me that Id mind anybody knowing. Wot a pity it is everybody cant say the same!

I didnt see im saying Good-bye the next week or the week arter that either, but the third week, arter just calling in at the Bears Head, I strolled on casual-like and got as far as the bottom of Tower Hill afore I remembered myself. Turning the corner, I amost fell over the skipper, wot was right in the fair way, shaking ands with his lady-friend under the lamp-post. Both of em started, and I couldnt make up my mind which gave me the most unpleasant look.

Peep-bo! I ses, cheerful-like.

He stood making a gobbling noise at me, like a turkey.

Give me quite a start, you did, I ses. I didnt dream of you being there.

Get off! he ses, spluttering. Get off, afore I tear you limb from limb! Ow dare you follow me about and come spying round corners at me? Wot dye mean by it?

I stood there with my arms folded acrost my chest, as calm as a cucumber. The other party stood there watching us, and wot e could ave seen in her, I cant think. She was dressed more like a man than a woman, and it would have taken the good looks of twenty like her to ave made one barmaid. I stood looking at er like a man in a dream.

Well, will you know me agin? she ses, in a nasty cracked sort of voice.

I could pick you out of a million, I ses if I wanted to.

Clear out! ses the skipper. Clear out! And thank your stars theres a lady present.

Dont take no notice of im, Captain Pratt, ses the lady. Hes beneath you. You only encourage people like that by taking notice of em. Good-bye.

She held out her and, and while the skipper was shaking it I began to walk back to the wharf. I adnt gorn far afore I heard im coming up behind me, and next moment e was walking alongside and saying things to try and make me lose my temper.

Ah, its a pity your pore missis cant ear you! I ses. I expect she thinks you are stowed away in your bunk dreaming of er, instead of saying things about a face as dont belong to you.

You mind your bisness, he ses, shouting. And not so much about my missis! Dye hear? Wots it got to do with you? Who asked you to shove your oar in?

Youre quite mistook, I ses, very calm. Id no idea that there was anything on as shouldnt be. I was never more surprised in my life. If anybody ad told me, I shouldnt ave believed em. I couldnt. Knowing you, and knowing ow respectable you ave always purtended to be, and also and likewise that you aint no chicken  

I thought e was going to ave a fit. He opped about, waving his arms and stuttering and going on in such a silly way that I didnt like to be seen with im. Twice he knocked my at off, and arter telling him wot would appen if e did it agin, I walked off and left him.

Even then e wasnt satisfied, and arter coming on to the wharf and following me up and down like a little dog, he got in front of me and told me some more things he ad thought of.

If I catch you spying on me agin, he ses, youll wish youd never been born!

You get aboard and ave a quiet sleep, I ses. Youre wandering in your mind.

The lady you saw me with, he ses, looking at me very fierce, is a friend o mine that I meet sometimes for the sake of her talk.

Talk! I ses, staring at im. Talk! Wot, cant one woman talk enough for you? Is your missis dumb? or wot?

You dont understand, he ses, cocking up is nose at me. Shes a interleckshal woman; full of eddication and information. When my missis talks, she talks about the price o things and says she must ave more money. Or else she talks about things Ive done, or sometimes things I avent done. Its all one to her. Theres no pleasure in that sort o talk. It dont help a man.

I never eard of any talk as did, I ses.

I dont suppose you did, he ses, sneering-like. Now, to-night, fust of all, we talked about the House of Lords and whether it ought to be allowed; and arter that she gave me quite a little lecture on insecks.

It dont seem proper to me, I ses. I ave spoke to my wife about em once or twice, but I should no more think of talking about such things to a single lady  

He began to jump about agin as if Id bit im, and he ad so much to say about my ed and blocks of wood that I pretty near lost my temper. I should ha lost it with some men, but e was a very stiff-built chap and as hard as nails.

Beers your trouble, he ses, at last. Fust of all you put it down, and then it climbs up and soaks wot little brains youve got. Wot you want is a kind friend to prevent you from getting it.

I dont know wot it was, but I ad a sort of sinking feeling inside as e spoke, and next evening, when I saw im walk to the end of the jetty with the office-boy and stand there talking to im with his and on his shoulder, it came on worse than ever. And I put two and two together when the guvnor came up to me next day, and, arter talking about dooty and ow easy it was to get night-watchmen, mentioned in a off-and sort of way that, if I left the wharf at all between six and six, I could stay away altogether.

I didnt answer im a word. I might ha told im that there was plenty of people arter me ready to give me double the money, but I knew he could never get anybody to do their dooty by the wharf like I ad done, so I kept quiet. Its the way I treat my missis nowadays, and it pays; in the old days I used to waste my breath answering er back.

I wouldnt ha minded so much if it adnt ha been for that boy. He used to pass me, as e went off of a evening, with a little sly smile on is ugly little face, and sometimes when I was standing at the gate hed give a sniff or two and say that he could smell beer, and he supposed it came from the Bears Head.

It was about three weeks arter the guvnor ad forgot imself, and I was standing by the gate one evening, when I saw a woman coming along carrying a big bag in her and. I adnt seen er afore, and when she stopped in front of me and smiled I was on my guard at once. I dont smile at other people, and I dont expect them to smile at me.

At last! she ses, setting down er bag and giving me another smile. I thought I was never going to get ere.

I coughed and backed inside a little bit on to my own ground. I didnt want to ave that little beast of a office-boy spreading tales about me.

Ive come up to ave a little fling, she ses, smiling away harder than ever. My husband dont know Im ere. He thinks Im at ome.

I think I went back pretty near three yards.

I come up by train, she ses, nodding.

Yes, I ses, very severe, and wot about going back by it?

Oh, I shall go back by ship, she ses. Wot time do you expect the Eastern Monarch up?

Well, I ses, ardly knowing wot to make of er, she ought to be up this tide; but theres no reckoning on wot an old washtub with a engine like a sewing-machine inside er will do.

Oh, indeed! she ses, leaving off smiling very sudden. Oh, indeed! My husband might ave something to say about that.

Your usband? I ses.

Captain Pratt, she ses, drawing erself up. Im Mrs. Pratt. He left yesterday morning, and Ive come up ere by train to give im a little surprise.

You might ha knocked me down with a feather, and I stood there staring at her with my mouth open, trying to think.

Take care, I ses at last. Take care as you dont give im too much of a surprise!

Wot do you mean? she ses, firing up.

Nothing, I ses. Nothing, only Ive known usbands in my time as didnt like being surprised  thats all. If you take my advice, youll go straight back home agin.

Ill tell im wot you say, she ses, as soon as is ship comes in.

Thats a woman all over; the moment they get into a temper they want to hurt somebody; and I made up my mind at once that, if anybody was going to be urt, it wasnt me. And, besides, I thought it might be for the skippers good  in the long run.

I broke it to her as gentle as I could. I didnt tell er much, I just gave her a few ints. Just enough to make her ask for more.

And mind, I ses, I dont want to be brought into it. If you should appen to take a fancy into your ed to wait behind a pile of empties till the ship comes in, and then slip out and foller your usband and give im the little surprise you spoke of, its nothing to do with me.

I understand, she ses, biting her lip. Theres no need for im to know that Ive been on the wharf at all.

I gave er a smile  I thought she deserved it  but she didnt smile back. She was rather a nice-looking woman in the ordinary way, but I could easy see ow temper spoils a womans looks. She stood there giving little shivers and looking as if she wanted to bite somebody.

Ill go and hide now, she ses.

Not yet, I ses. Youll ave to wait till that little blackbeetle in the office as gorn. Blackbeetle? she ses, staring.

Office-boy, I ses. Hed better not see you at all. Spose you go off for a bit and come back when I whistle?

Afore she could answer the boy came out of the office, ready to go ome. He gave a little bit of a start when e saw me talking to a lady, and then e nips down sudden, about a couple o yards away, and begins to do is bootlace up. It took im some time, because he ad to undo it fust, but e finished it at last, and arter a quick look at Mrs. Pratt, and one at me that I could ha smacked his ed for, e went off whistling and showing is little cuffs.

I stepped out into the road and watched im out o sight. Then I told Mrs. Pratt to pick up er bag and foller me.

As it appened there was a big pile of empties in the corner of the wareouse wall, just opposite the Eastern Monarchs berth. It might ha been made for the job, and, arter I ad tucked her away behind and given er a box to sit on, I picked up my broom and began to make up for lost time.

She sat there as quiet as a cat watching a mouseole, and I was going on with my work, stopping every now and then to look and see whether the Monarch was in sight, when I appened to turn round and see the office- boy standing on the edge of the wharf with his back to the empties, looking down at the water. I nearly dropped my broom.

Ullo! I ses, going up to im. I thought you ad gorn ome.

I was going, he ses, with a nasty oily little smile, and then it struck me all of a sudden ow lonely it was for you all alone ere, and I come back to keep you company.

He winked at something acrost the river as e spoke, and I stood there thinking my ardest wot was the best thing to be done. I couldnt get Mrs. Pratt away while e was there; besides which I felt quite sartain she wouldnt go. The only ope I ad was that hed get tired of spying on me and go away before he found out she was iding on the wharf.

I walked off in a unconcerned way  not too far  and, with one eye on im and the other on where Mrs. Pratt was iding, went on with my work. Theres nothing like ard work when a man is worried, and I was amost forgetting my troubles, when I looked up and saw the Monarch coming up the river.

She turned to come into er berth, with the skipper shouting away on the bridge and making as much fuss as if e was berthing a liner. I helped to make er fast, and the skipper, arter e had ad a good look round to see wot e could find fault with, went below to clean imself.

He was up agin in about ten minutes, with a clean collar and a clean face, and a blue neck-tie that looked as though it ad got yeller measles. Good temper e was in, too, and arter pulling the office-boys ear, gentle, as e was passing, he stopped for a moment to ave a word with im.

Bit late, aint you? he ses.

Ive been keeping a eye on the watchman, ses the boy. He works better when e knows theres somebody watching im.

Look ere! I ses. You take yourself off; Ive had about enough of you. You take your little face ome and ask your mother to wipe its nose. Strickly speaking, youve no right to be on the wharf at all at this time.

Ive as much right as other people, he ses, giving me a wicked look. Ive got more right than some people, praps.

He stooped down deliberate and, picking up a bit o coke from the eap by the crane, pitched it over at the empties.

Stop that! I ses, shouting at im.

What for? e ses, shying another piece. Why shouldnt I?

Cos I wont ave it, I ses. Dye hear? Stop it!

I rushed at im as he sent another piece over, and for the next two or three minutes e was dodging me and chucking coke at the empties, with the fool of a skipper standing by laughing, and two or three of the crew leaning over the side and cheering im on.

All right, he ses, at last, dusting is hands together. Ive finished. Theres no need to make such a fuss over a bit of coke.

Youve wasted pretty near arf a undered-weight, I ses. Ive a good mind to report you.

Dont do that, watchman! he ses, in a pitiful voice. Dont do that! Ere, I tell you wot Ill do. Ill pick it all up agin.

Afore I could move and or foot he ad shifted a couple o cases out of is way and was in among the empties. I stood there dazed-like while two bits o coke came flying back past my ed; then I eard a loud whistle, and e came out agin with is eyes rolling and is mouth wide open.

Wots the matter? ses the skipper, staring at im.

I  I  Im sorry, watchman, ses that beast of a boy, purtending e was ardly able to speak. Id no idea  

All right, I ses, very quick.

Wots the matter? ses the skipper agin; and as e spoke it came over me like a flash wot a false persition I was in, and wot a nasty-tempered man e could be when e liked.

Why didnt you tell me youd got a lady-friend there? ses the boy, shaking his ed at me. Why, I might ave hit er with a bit o coke, and never forgiven myself!

Lady-friend! ses the skipper, with a start. Oh, Bill, I am surprised!

My throat was so dry I couldnt ardly speak. Its my missis, I ses, at last.

Your missis? ses the skipper. Woes she iding behind there for?

She  shes shy, I ses. Always was, all er life. She cant bear other people. She likes to be alone with me.

Oh, watchman! ses the boy. I wonder where you expect to go to?

Missis my grandmother! ses the skipper, with a wink. Im going to ave a peep.

Stand back! I ses, pushing im off. I dont spy on you, and I dont want you to come spying on me. You get off! Dye hear me? Get off!

We had a bit of a struggle, till my foot slipped, and while I was waving my arms and trying to get my balance back e made a dash for the empties. Next moment he was roaring like a mad bull that ad sat down in a sorsepan of boiling water, and rushing back agin to kill me.

I believe that if it adnt ha been for a couple o lightermen wot ad just come on to the jetty from their skiff, and two of his own ands, hed ha done it. Crazy with passion e was, and it was all the four of em could do to hold im. Every now and then hed get a yard nearer to me, and then theyd pull im back a couple o yards and beg of im to listen to reason and ear wot I ad to say. And as soon as I started and began to tell em about is lady-friend he broke out worse than ever. People acrost the river must ha wondered wot was appening. There was two lightermen, two sailormen, me and the skipper, and Mrs. Pratt all talking at once, and nobody listening but the office-boy. And in the middle of it all the wicket was pushed open and the ed of the lady wot all the trouble was about peeped in, and drew back agin.

There you are! I ses, shouting my ardest. There she is. Thats the lady I was telling you about. Now, then: put em face to face and clear my character. Dont let er escape.

One o the lightermen let go o the skipper and went arter er, and, just as I was giving the other three a helping and, e came back with er. Mrs. Pratt caught er breath, and as for the skipper, e didnt know where to look, as the saying is. I just saw the lady give im one quick look, and then afore I could dream of wot was coming, she rushes up to me and flings er long, bony arms round my neck.

Why, William! she ses, wots the matter? Why didnt you meet me? Didnt you get my letter? Or ave you ceased to care for me?

Let go! I ses, struggling. Let go! Dye ear? Wot dye mean by it? Youve got old of the wrong one.

Oh, William! she ses, arf strangling me. Ow can you talk to me like that? Wheres your art?

I never knew a woman so strong. I dont suppose shed ever ad the chance of getting er arms round a mans neck afore, and she hung on to me as if shed never let go. And all the time I was trying to explain things to them over er shoulder I could see they didnt believe a word I was saying. One o the lightermen said I was a wonder, and the other said I was a fair cough-drop. Me!

She got tired of it at last, but by that time I was so done up I couldnt say a word. I just dropped on to a box and sat there getting my breath back while the skipper forgave is wife for er unjust suspicions of im  but told er not to do it agin  and the office-boy was saying Id surprised even im. The last I saw of the lady-friend, the two lightermen was helping er to walk to the gate, and the two sailormen was follering er up behind, carrying er pocket-ankercher and upberella.


STRIKING HARD

Youve what? demanded Mrs. Porter, placing the hot iron carefully on its stand and turning a heated face on the head of the family.

Struck, repeated Mr. Porter; and the only wonder to me is weve stood it so long as we have. If I was to tell you all weve ad to put up with I dont suppose youd believe me.

Very likely, was the reply. You can keep your fairy-tales for them that like em. Theyre no good to me.

We stood it till flesh and blood could stand it no longer, declared her husband, and at last we came out, shoulder to shoulder, singing. The people cheered us, and one of our leaders made em a speech.

I should have liked to ave heard the singing, remarked his wife. If they all sang like you, it must ha been as good as a pantermime! Do you remember the last time you went on strike?

This is different, said Mr. Porter, with dignity.

All our things went, bit by bit, pursued his wife, all the money we had put by for a rainy day, and we ad to begin all over again. What are we going to live on? O course, you might earn something by singing in the street; people who like funny faces might give you something! Why not go upstairs and put your ead under the bed-clothes and practise a bit?

Mr. Porter coughed. Itll be all right, he said, confidently. Our committee knows what its about; Bert Robinson is one of the best speakers Ive ever eard. If we dont all get five bob a week more Ill eat my ead.

Its the best thing you could do with it, snapped his wife. She took up her iron again, and turning an obstinate back to his remarks resumed her work.

Mr. Porter lay long next morning, and, dressing with comfortable slowness, noticed with pleasure that the sun was shining. Visions of a good breakfast and a digestive pipe, followed by a walk in the fresh air, passed before his eyes as he laced his boots. Whistling cheerfully he went briskly downstairs.

It was an October morning, but despite the invigorating chill in the air the kitchen-grate was cold and dull. Herring-bones and a disorderly collection of dirty cups and platters graced the table. Perplexed and angry, he looked around for his wife, and then, opening the back-door, stood gaping with astonishment. The wife of his bosom, who should have had a bright fire and a good breakfast waiting for him, was sitting on a box in the sunshine, elbows on knees and puffing laboriously at a cigarette.

Susan! he exclaimed.

Mrs. Porter turned, and, puffing out her lips, blew an immense volume of smoke. Halloa! she said, carelessly.

Wot  wot does this mean? demanded her husband.

Mrs. Porter smiled with conscious pride. I made it come out of my nose just now, she replied. At least, some of it did, and I swallowed the rest. Will it hurt me?

Wheres my breakfast? inquired the other, hotly. Why aint the kitchen-fire alight? Wot do you think youre doing of?

Im not doing anything, said his wife, with an aggrieved air. Im on strike.

Mr. Porter reeled against the door-post. Wot! he stammered. On strike? Nonsense! You cant be.

O, yes, I can, retorted Mrs. Porter, closing one eye and ministering to it hastily with the corner of her apron. Not aving no Bert Robinson to do it for me, I made a little speech all to myself, and here I am.

She dropped her apron, replaced the cigarette, and, with her hands on her plump knees, eyes him steadily.

But  but this aint a factory, objected the dismayed man; and, besides  I wont ave it!

Mrs. Porter laughed  a fat, comfortable laugh, but with a touch of hardness in it.

All right, mate, she said, comfortably. What are you out on strike for?

Shorter hours and more money, said Mr. Porter, glaring at her.

His wife nodded. So am I, she said. I wonder who gets it first?

She smiled agreeably at the bewildered Mr. Porter, and, extracting a paper packet of cigarettes from her pocket, lit a fresh one at the stub of the first.

Thats the worst of a woman, said her husband, avoiding her eye and addressing a sanitary dustbin of severe aspect; they do things without thinking first. Thats why men are superior; before they do a thing they look at it all round, and upside down, and  and  make sure it can be done. Now, you get up in a temper this morning, and the first thing you do  not even waiting to get my breakfast ready first  is to go on strike. If youd thought for two minutes youd see as ow its impossible for you to go on strike for more than a couple of hours or so.

Why? inquired Mrs. Porter.

Kids, replied her husband, triumphantly. Theyll be coming ome from school soon, wont they? And theyll be wanting their dinner, wont they?

Thats all right, murmured the other, vaguely.

After which, when night comes, pursued Mr. Porter, theyll ave to be put to bed. In the morning theyll ave to be got up and washed and dressed and given their breakfast and sent off to school. Then theres shopping wot must be done, and beds wot must be made.

Ill make ours, said his wife, decidedly. For my own sake.

And wot about the others? inquired Mr. Porter.

The othersll be made by the same party as washes the children, and cooks their dinner for em, and puts em to bed, and cleans the ouse, was the reply.

Im not going to have your mother ere, exclaimed Mr. Porter, with sudden heat. Mind that!

I dont want her, said Mrs. Porter. Its a job for a strong, healthy man, not a pore old thing with swelled legs and short in the breath.

Strong ealthy  man! repeated her husband, in a dazed voice. Strong eal  Wot are you talking about?

Mrs. Porter beamed on him. You, she said, sweetly.

There was a long silence, broken at last by a firework display of expletives. Mrs. Porter, still smiling, sat unmoved.

You may smile! raved the indignant Mr. Porter. You may sit there smiling and smoking like a  like a man, but if you think that Im going to get the meals ready, and soil my ands with making beds and washing-up, youre mistook. Theres some usbands I know as would set about you!

Mrs. Porter rose. Well, I cant sit here gossiping with you all day, she said, entering the house.

Wot are you going to do? demanded her husband, following her.

Going to see Aunt Jane and ave a bit o dinner with her, was the reply. And after that I think I shall go to the pictures. If you ave bloaters for dinner be very careful with little Jemmy and the bones.

I forbid you to leave this ouse! said Mr. Porter, in a thrilling voice. If you do you wont find nothing done when you come home, and all the kids dirty and starving.

Cheerio! said Mrs. Porter.

Arrayed in her Sunday best she left the house half an hour later. A glance over her shoulder revealed her husband huddled up in a chair in the dirty kitchen, gazing straight before him at the empty grate.

He made a hearty breakfast at a neighbouring coffee-shop, and, returning home, lit the fire and sat before it, smoking. The return of the four children from school, soon after midday, found him still wrestling with the difficulties of the situation. His announcement that their mother was out and that there would be no dinner was received at first in stupefied silence. Then Jemmy, opening his mouth to its widest extent, acted as conductor to an all-too-willing chorus.

The noise was unbearable, and Mr. Porter said so. Pleased with the tribute, the choir re-doubled its efforts, and Mr. Porter, vociferating orders for silence, saw only too clearly the base advantage his wife had taken of his affection for his children. He took some money from his pocket and sent the leading treble out marketing, after which, with the assistance of a soprano aged eight, he washed up the breakfast things and placed one of them in the dustbin.

The entire family stood at his elbow as he cooked the dinner, and watched, with bated breath, his frantic efforts to recover a sausage which had fallen out of the frying-pan into the fire. A fourfold sigh of relief heralded its return to the pan.

Mother always began the eldest boy.

Mr. Porter took his scorched fingers out of his mouth and smacked the critics head.

The dinner was not a success. Portions of half-cooked sausages returned to the pan, and coming back in the guise of cinders failed to find their rightful owners.

Last time we had sausages, said the eight-year-old Muriel, they melted in your mouth. Mr. Porter glowered at her.

Instead of in the fire, said the eldest boy, with a mournful snigger.

If I get up to you, my lad, said the harassed Mr. Porter, youll know it! Pity you dont keep your sharpness for your lessons! Wot country is Africa in?

Why, Africas a continent! said the startled youth.

Jes so, said his father; but wot Im asking you is: wot country is it in?

Asia, said the reckless one, with a side-glance at Muriel.

And why couldnt you say so before? demanded Mr. Porter, sternly. Now, you go to the sink and give yourself a thorough good wash. And mind you come straight home from school. Theres work to be done.

He did some of it himself after the children had gone, and finished up the afternoon with a little shopping, in the course of which he twice changed his grocer and was threatened with an action for slander by his fishmonger. He returned home with his clothes bulging, although a couple of eggs in the left-hand coat-pocket had done their best to accommodate themselves to his figure.

He went to bed at eleven oclock, and at a quarter past, clad all too lightly for the job, sped rapidly downstairs to admit his wife.

Some usbands would ave let you sleep on the doorstep all night, he said, crisply.

I know they would, returned his wife, cheerfully. Thats why I married you. I remember the first time I let you come ome with me, mother ses: There aint much of im, Susan, she ses; still, arf a loaf is better than

The bedroom-door slammed behind the indignant Mr. Porter, and the three lumps and a depression which had once been a bed received his quivering frame again. With the sheet obstinately drawn over his head he turned a deaf ear to his wifes panegyrics on striking and her heartfelt tribute to the end of a perfect day. Even when standing on the cold floor while she remade the bed he maintained an attitude of unbending dignity, only relaxing when she smote him light-heartedly with the bolster. In a few ill-chosen words he expressed his opinion of her mother and her deplorable methods of bringing up her daughters.

He rose early next morning, and, after getting his own breakfast, put on his cap and went out, closing the street-door with a bang that awoke the entire family and caused the somnolent Mrs. Porter to open one eye for the purpose of winking with it. Slowly, as became a man of leisure, he strolled down to the works, and, moving from knot to knot of his colleagues, discussed the prospects of victory. Later on, with a little natural diffidence, he drew Mr. Bert Robinson apart and asked his advice upon a situation which was growing more and more difficult.

Ive got my hands pretty full as it is, you know, said Mr. Robinson, hastily.

I know you ave, Bert, murmured the other. But, you see, she told me last night shes going to try and get some of the other chaps wives to join er, so I thought I ought to tell you.

Mr. Robinson started. Have you tried giving her a hiding? he inquired.

Mr. Porter shook his head. I darent trust myself, he replied. I might go too far, once I started.

What about appealing to her better nature? inquired the other.

She aint got one, said the unfortunate. Well, Im sorry for you, said Mr. Robinson, but Im busy. Ive got to see a Labour-leader this afternoon, and two reporters, and this evening theres the meeting. Try kindness first, and if that dont do, lock her up in her bedroom and keep her on bread and water.

He moved off to confer with his supporters, and Mr. Porter, after wandering aimlessly about for an hour or two, returned home at mid-day with a faint hope that his wife might have seen the error of her ways and provided dinner for him. He found the house empty and the beds unmade. The remains of breakfast stood on the kitchen-table, and a puddle of cold tea decorated the floor. The arrival of the children from school, hungry and eager, completed his discomfiture.

For several days he wrestled grimly with the situation, while Mrs. Porter, who had planned out her week into four days of charing, two of amusement, and Sunday in bed, looked on with smiling approval. She even offered to give him a little instruction  verbal  in scrubbing the kitchen-floor.

Mr. Porter, who was on his knees at the time, rose slowly to his full height, and, with a superb gesture, emptied the bucket, which also contained a scrubbing-brush and lump of soap, into the back-yard. Then he set off down the street in quest of a staff.

He found it in the person of Maudie Stevens, aged fourteen, who lived a few doors lower down. Fresh from school the week before, she cheerfully undertook to do the housework and cooking, and to act as nursemaid in her spare time. Her father, on his part, cheerfully under-took to take care of her wages for her, the first weeks, payable in advance, being banked the same evening at the Lord Nelson.

It was another mouth to feed, but the strike-pay was coming in very well, and Mr. Porter, relieved from his unmanly tasks, walked the streets a free man. Beds were made without his interference, meals were ready (roughly) at the appointed hour, and for the first time since the strike he experienced satisfaction in finding fault with the cook. The childrens content was not so great, Maudie possessing a faith in the virtues of soap and water that they made no attempt to share. They were greatly relieved when their mother returned home after spending a couple of days with Aunt Jane.

Whats all this? she demanded, as she entered the kitchen, followed by a lady-friend.

Whats all what? inquired Mr. Porter, who was sitting at dinner with the family.

That, said his wife, pointing at the cook-general.

Mr. Porter put down his knife and fork. Got er in to help, he replied, uneasily.

Do you hear that? demanded his wife, turning to her friend, Mrs. Gorman. Oh, these masters!

Ah! said her friend, vaguely.

A strike-breaker! said Mrs. Porter, rolling her eyes.

Shame! said Mrs. Gorman, beginning to understand.

Coming after my job, and taking the bread out of my mouth, continued Mrs. Porter, fluently. Underselling me too, Ill be bound. Thats what comes of not having pickets.

Unskilled labour, said Mrs. Gorman, tightening her lips and shaking her head.

A scab! cried Mrs. Porter, wildly. A scab!

Put her out, counselled her friend.

Put her out! repeated Mrs. Porter, in a terrible voice. Put her out! Ill tear her limb from limb! Ill put her in the copper and boil her!

Her voice was so loud and her appearance so alarming that the unfortunate Maudie, emitting three piercing shrieks, rose hastily from the table and looked around for a way of escape. The road to the front-door was barred, and with a final yelp that set her employers teeth on edge she dashed into the yard and went home via the back-fences. Housewives busy in their kitchens looked up in amazement at the spectacle of a pair of thin black legs descending one fence, scudding across the yard to the accompaniment of a terrified moaning, and scrambling madly over the other. At her own back-door Maudie collapsed on the step, and, to the intense discomfort and annoyance of her father, had her first fit of hysterics.

And the next scab that comes into my house wont get off so easy, said Mrs. Porter to her husband. Dyou understand?

If you ad some husbands began Mr. Porter, trembling with rage.

Yes, I know, said his wife, nodding. Dont cry, Jemmy, she added, taking the youngest on her knee. Mothers only having a little game. She and dad are both on strike for more pay and less work.

Mr. Porter got up, and without going through the formality of saying good-bye to the hard-featured Mrs. Gorman, put on his cap and went out. Over a couple of half-pints taken as a sedative, he realized the growing seriousness of his position.

In a dull resigned fashion he took up his household duties again, made harder now than before by the scandalous gossip of the aggrieved Mr. Stevens. The anonymous present of a much-worn apron put the finishing touch to his discomfiture; and the well-meant offer of a fair neighbour to teach him how to shake a mat without choking himself met with a reception that took her breath away.

It was a surprise to him one afternoon to find that his wife had so far unbent as to tidy up the parlour. Ornaments had been dusted and polished and the carpet swept. She had even altered the position of the furniture. The table had been pushed against the wall, and the easy- chair, with its back to the window, stood stiffly confronting six or seven assorted chairs, two of which at least had been promoted from a lower sphere.

Its for the meeting, said Muriel, peeping in.

Meeting? repeated her father, in a dazed voice.

Strike-meetings, was the reply. Mrs. Gorman and some other ladies are coming at four oclock. Didnt mother tell you?

Mr. Porter, staring helplessly at the row of chairs, shook his head.

Mrs. Evans is coming, continued Muriel, in a hushed voice the lady what punched Mr. Brown because he kept Bobbie Evans in one day. He aint been kept in since. I wish you  

She stopped suddenly, and, held by her fathers gaze, backed slowly out of the room. Mr. Porter, left with the chairs, stood regarding them thoughtfully. Their emptiness made an appeal that no right-minded man could ignore. He put his hand over his mouth and his eyes watered.

He spent the next half-hour in issuing invitations, and at half-past three every chair was filled by fellow-strikers. Three cans of beer, clay pipes, and a paper of shag stood on the table. Mr. Benjamin Todd, an obese, fresh-coloured gentleman of middle age, took the easy-chair. Glasses and teacups were filled.

Gentlemen, said Mr. Todd, lighting his pipe, afore we get on to the business of this meeting I want to remind you that there is another meeting, of ladies, at four oclock; so weve got to hurry up. O course, if it should happen that we aint finished  

Go on, Bennie! said a delighted admirer. I see a female ead peeping in at the winder already, said a voice.

Let em peep, said Mr. Todd, benignly. Then praps theyll be able to see how to run a meeting.

Theres two more eads, said the other. Oh, Lord, I know I shant be able to keep a straight face!

Hsh! commanded Mr. Todd, sternly, as the street-door was heard to open. Beave yourself. As I was saying, the thing weve got to consider about this strike  

The door opened, and six ladies, headed by Mrs. Porter, entered the room in single file and ranged themselves silently along the wall.

Strike, proceeded Mr. Todd, who found himself gazing uneasily into the eyes of Mrs. Gorman   strike  er  strike  

He said that before, said a stout lady, in a loud whisper; Im sure he did.

Is, continued Mr. Todd, that we have got to keep this  this  er

Strike, prompted the same voice.

Mr. Todd paused, and, wiping his mouth with a red pocket-handkerchief, sat staring straight before him.

I move, said Mrs. Evans, her sharp features twitching with excitement, that Mrs. Gorman takes the chair.

Ow can I take it when hes sitting in it? demanded that lady.

Shes a lady that knows what she wants and how to get it, pursued Mrs. Evans, unheeding. She understands men

Ive buried two usbands, murmured Mrs. Gorman, nodding.

And how to manage them, continued Mrs. Evans. I move that Mrs. Gorman takes the chair. Those in favour

Mr. Todd, leaning back in his chair and gripping the arms, gazed defiantly at a row of palms.

Carried unanimously! snapped Mrs. Evans.

Mrs. Gorman, tall and bony, advanced and stood over Mr. Todd. Strong men held their breath.

Its my chair, she said, gruffly. Ive been moved into it.

Possession, said Mr. Todd, in as firm a voice as he could manage, is nine points of the law. Im here and

Mrs. Gorman turned, and, without the slightest warning, sat down suddenly and heavily in his lap. A hum of admiration greeted the achievement.

Get up! shouted the horrified Mr. Todd. Get up!

Mrs. Gorman settled herself more firmly.

Let me get up, said Mr. Todd, panting.

Mrs. Gorman rose, but remained in a hovering position, between which and the chair Mr. Todd, flushed and dishevelled, extricated himself in all haste. A shrill titter of laughter and a clapping of hands greeted his appearance. He turned furiously on the pallid Mr. Porter.

What dyou mean by it? he demanded. Are you the master, or aint you? A man what cant keep order in his own house aint fit to be called a man. If my wife was carrying on like this  

I wish I was your wife, said Mrs. Gorman, moistening her lips.

Mr. Todd turned slowly and surveyed her.

I dont, he said, simply, and, being by this time near the door, faded gently from the room.

Order! cried Mrs. Gorman, thumping the arm of her chair with a large, hard-working fist. Take your seats, ladies.

A strange thrill passed through the bodies of her companions and communicated itself to the men in the chairs. There was a moments tense pause, and then the end man, muttering something about going to see what had happened to poor old Ben Todd, rose slowly and went out. His companions, with heads erect and a look of cold disdain upon their faces, followed him.

It was Mr. Porters last meeting, but his wife had several more. They lasted, in fact, until the day, a fortnight later, when he came in with flushed face and sparkling eyes to announce that the strike was over and the men victorious.

Six bob a week more! he said, with enthusiasm. You see, I was right to strike, after all.

Mrs. Porter eyed him. I am out for four bob a week more, she said, calmly.

Her husband swallowed. You  you dont understand ow these things are done, he said, at last. It takes time. We ought to ne  negotiate.

All right, said Mrs. Porter, readily. Seven shillings a week, then.

Lets say four and have done with it, exclaimed the other, hastily.

And Mrs. Porter said it.


DIRTY WORK

It was nearly high-water, and the night-watchman, who had stepped aboard a lighter lying alongside the wharf to smoke a pipe, sat with half-closed eyes enjoying the summer evening. The bustle of the day was over, the wharves were deserted, and hardly a craft moved on the river. Perfumed clouds of shag, hovering for a time over the lighter, floated lazily towards the Surrey shore.

Theres one thing about my job, said the night-watchman, slowly, its done all alone by yourself. Theres no foreman a-hollering at you and offering you a penny for your thoughts, and no mates to run into you from behind with a loaded truck and then ask you why you didnt look where youre going to. From six oclock in the evening to six oclock next morning Im my own master.

He rammed down the tobacco with an experienced forefinger and puffed contentedly.

People like you ud find it lonely (he continued, after a pause); I did at fust. I used to let people come and sit ere with me of an evening talking, but I got tired of it arter a time, and when one chap fell overboard while e was showing me ow he put his wifes mother in er place, I gave it up altogether. There was three foot o mud in the dock at the time, and arter I ad got im out, he fainted in my arms.

Arter that I kept myself to myself. Say wot you like, a mans best friend is imself. Theres nobody elsell do as much for im, or let im off easier when he makes a mistake. If I felt a bit lonely I used to open the wicket in the gate and sit there watching the road, and praps pass a word or two with the policeman. Then something appened one night that made me take quite a dislike to it for a time.

I was sitting there with my feet outside, smoking a quiet pipe, when I eard a bit of a noise in the distance. Then I eard people running and shouts of Stop, thief! A man came along round the corner full pelt, and, just as I got up, dashed through the wicket and ran on to the wharf. I was arter im like a shot and got up to im just in time to see him throw something into the dock. And at the same moment I eard the other people run past the gate.

Wots up? I ses, collaring im.

Nothing, he ses, breathing ard and struggling. Let me go.

He was a little wisp of a man, and I shook im like a dog shakes a rat. I remembered my own pocket being picked, and I nearly shook the breath out of im.

And now Im going to give you in charge, I ses, pushing im along towards the gate.

Wot for? he ses, purtending to be surprised.

Stealing, I ses.

Youve made a mistake, he ses; you can search me if you like.

More use to search the dock, I ses. I see you throw it in. Now you keep quiet, else youll get urt. If you get five years I shall be all the more pleased.

I dont know ow he did it, but e did. He seemed to sink away between my legs, and afore I knew wot was appening, I was standing upside down with all the blood rushing to my ead. As I rolled over he bolted through the wicket, and was off like a flash of lightning.

A couple o minutes arterwards the people wot I ad eard run past came back agin. There was a big fat policeman with em  a man Id seen afore on the beat  and, when they ad gorn on, he stopped to ave a word with me.

Ot work, he ses, taking off his elmet and wiping his bald ead with a large red handkerchief. Ive lost all my puff.

Been running? I ses, very perlite.

Arter a pickpocket, he ses. He snatched a ladys purse just as she was stepping aboard the French boat with her usband. Twelve pounds in it in gold, two peppermint lozenges, and a postage stamp.

He shook his ead, and put his elmet on agin.

Holding it in her little and as usual, he ses. Asking for trouble, I call it. I believe if a woman ad one hand off and only a finger and thumb left on the other, shed carry er purse in it.

He knew amost as much about wimmen as I do. When is fust wife died, she said er only wish was that she could take im with her, and she made im promise her faithful that ed never marry agin. His second wife, arter a long illness, passed away while he was playing hymns on the concertina to her, and er mother, arter looking at er very hard, went to the doctor and said she wanted an inquest.

He went on talking for a long time, but I was busy doing a bit of ead- work and didnt pay much attention to im. I was thinking o twelve pounds, two lozenges, and a postage stamp laying in the mud at the bottom of my dock, and arter a time e said e see as ow I was waiting to get back to my nights rest, and went off  stamping.

I locked the wicket when he ad gorn away, and then I went to the edge of the dock and stood looking down at the spot where the purse ad been chucked in. The tide was on the ebb, but there was still a foot or two of water atop of the mud. I walked up and down, thinking.

I thought for a long time, and then I made up my mind. If I got the purse and took it to the police-station, the police would share the money out between em, and tell me they ad given it back to the lady. If I found it and put a notice in the newspaper  which would cost money  very likely a dozen or two ladies would come and see me and say it was theirs. Then if I gave it to the best-looking one and the one it belonged to turned up, thered be trouble. My idea was to keep it  for a time  and then if the lady who lost it came to me and asked me for it I would give it to er.

Once I had made up my mind to do wot was right I felt quite appy, and arter a look up and down, I stepped round to the Bears Head and ad a couple o goes o rum to keep the cold out. There was nobody in there but the landlord, and e started at once talking about the thief, and ow he ad run arter him in is shirt-sleeves.

My opinion is, he ses, that e bolted on one of the wharves and id imself. He disappeared like magic. Was that little gate o yours open?

I was on the wharf, I ses, very cold.

You might ha been on the wharf and yet not ave seen anybody come on, he ses, nodding.

Wot dye mean? I ses, very sharp. Nothing, he ses. Nothing.

Are you trying to take my character away? I ses, fixing im with my eye.

Lo bless me, no! he ses, staring at me. Its no good to me.

He sat down in is chair behind the bar and went straight off to sleep with his eyes screwed up as tight as they would go. Then e opened his mouth and snored till the glasses shook. I suppose Ive been one of the best customers he ever ad, and thats the way he treated me. For two pins Id ha knocked is ugly ead off, but arter waking him up very sudden by dropping my glass on the floor I went off back to the wharf.

I locked up agin, and ad another look at the dock. The water ad nearly gone and the mud was showing in patches. My mind went back to a sailorman wot had dropped is watch over-board two years before, and found it by walking about in the dock in is bare feet. He found it more easy because the glass broke when he trod on it.

The evening was a trifle chilly for June, but Ive been used to roughing it all my life, especially when I was afloat, and I went into the office and began to take my clothes off. I took off everything but my pants, and I made sure o them by making braces for em out of a bit of string. Then I turned the gas low, and, arter slipping on my boots, went outside.

It was so cold that at fust I thought Id give up the idea. The longer I stood on the edge looking at the mud the colder it looked, but at last I turned round and went slowly down the ladder. I waited a moment at the bottom, and was just going to step off when I remembered that I ad got my boots on, and I ad to go up agin and take em off.

I went down very slow the next time, and anybody who as been down an iron ladder with thin, cold rungs, in their bare feet, will know why, and I had just dipped my left foot in, when the wharf-bell rang.

I oped at fust that it was a runaway-ring, but it kept on, and the longer it kept on, the worse it got. I went up that ladder agin and called out that I was coming, and then I went into the office and just slipped on my coat and trousers and went to the gate.

Wot dyou want? I ses, opening the wicket three or four inches and looking out at a man wot was standing there.

Are you old Bill? he ses.

Im the watchman, I ses, sharp-like. Wot dyou want?

Dont bite me! he ses, purtending to draw back. I aint done no arm. Ive come round about that glass you smashed at the Bears Head.

Glass! I ses, ardly able to speak.

Yes, glass, he ses thing wot yer drink out of. The landlord says itll cost you a tanner, and e wants it now in case you pass away in your sleep. He couldnt come imself cos hes got nobody to mind the bar, so e sent me. Why! Halloa! Wheres your boots? Aint you afraid o ketching cold?

You clear off, I ses, shouting at him. Dye ear me? Clear off while youre safe, and you tell the landlord that next time e insults me Ill smash every glass in is place and then sit im on top of cm! Tell im if e wants a tanner out o me, to come round imself, and see wot he gets.

It was a silly thing to say, and I saw it arterwards, but I was in such a temper I ardly knew wot I was saying. I slammed the wicket in is face and turned the key and then I took off my clothes and went down that ladder agin.

It seemed colder than ever, and the mud when I got fairly into it was worse than I thought it could ha been. It stuck to me like glue, and every step I took seemed colder than the one before. Owever, when I make up my mind to do a thing, I do it. I fixed my eyes on the place where I thought the purse was, and every time I felt anything under my foot I reached down and picked it up  and then chucked it away as far as I could so as not to pick it up agin. Dirty job it was, too, and in five minutes I was mud up to the neck, amost. And I ad just got to wot I thought was the right place, and feeling about very careful, when the bell rang agin.

I thought I should ha gorn out o my mind. It was just a little tinkle at first, then another tinkle, but, as I stood there all in the dark and cold trying to make up my mind to take no notice of it, it began to ring like mad. I ad to go  Ive known men climb over the gate afore now  and I didnt want to be caught in that dock.

The mud seemed stickier than ever, but I got out at last, and, arter scraping some of it off with a bit o stick, I put on my coat and trousers and boots just as I was and went to the gate, with the bell going its ardest all the time.

When I opened the gate and see the landlord of the Bears Head standing there I turned quite dizzy, and there was a noise in my ears like the roaring of the sea. I should think I stood there for a couple o minutes without being able to say a word. I could think of em.

Dont be frightened, Bill, ses the landlord. Im not going to eat you.

He looks as if hes walking in is sleep, ses the fat policeman, wot was standing near by. Dont startle im.

He always looks like that, ses the landlord.

I stood looking at im. I could speak then, but I couldnt think of any words good enough; not with a policeman standing by with a notebook in is pocket.

Wot was you ringing my bell for? I ses, at last.

Why didnt you answer it before? ses the landlord. Dyou think Ive got nothing better to do than to stand ringing your bell for three- quarters of an hour? Some people would report you.

I know my dooty, I ses; theres no craft up to-night, and no reason for anybody to come to my bell. If I was to open the gate every time a parcel of overgrown boys rang my bell I should ave enough to do.

Well, Ill overlook it this time, seeing as youre an old man and couldnt get another sleeping-in job, he ses, looking at the policeman for him to see ow clever e was. Wot about that tanner? Thats wot Ive come for.

You be off, I ses, starting to shut the wicket. You wont get no tanner out of me.

All right, he ses, I shall stand here and go on ringing the bell till you pay up, thats all.

He gave it another tug, and the policeman instead of locking im up for it stood there laughing.

I gave im the tanner. It was no use standing there arguing over a tanner, with a purse of twelve quid waiting for me in the dock, but I told im wot people thought of im.

Arf a second, watchman, ses the policeman, as I started to shut the wicket agin. You didnt see anything of that pickpocket, did you?

I did not, I ses.

Cos this gentleman thought he might ave come in here, ses the policeman.

Ow could he ave come in here without me knowing it? I ses, firing up.

Easy, ses the landlord, and stole your boots into the bargain!

He might ave come when your back was turned, ses the policeman, and if so, he might be iding there now. I wonder whether youd mind me having a look round?

I tell you he aint ere, I ses, very short, but, to ease your mind, Ill ave a look round myself arter youve gorn.

The policeman shook his ead. Well, o course, I cant come in without your permission, he ses, with a little cough, but I ave an idea, that if it was your guvnor ere instead of you hed ha been ony too pleased to do anything e could to help the law. Ill beg his pardon tomorrow for asking you, in case he might object.

That settled it. Thats the police all over, and thats ow they get their way and do as they like. I could see im in my minds eye talking to the guvnor, and letting out little things about broken glasses and such-like by accident. I drew back to let im pass, and I was so upset that when that little rat of a landlord follered im I didnt say a word.

I stood and watched them poking and prying about the wharf as if it belonged to em, with the light from the policemans lantern flashing about all over the place. I was shivering with cold and temper. The mud was drying on me.

If youve finished unting for the pickpocket Ill let you out and get on with my work, I ses, drawing myself up.

Good night, ses the policeman, moving off. Good night, dear, ses the landlord. Mind you tuck yourself up warm.

I lost my temper for the moment and afore I knew wot I was doing I ad got hold of him and was shoving im towards the gate as ard as I could shove. He pretty near got my coat off in the struggle, and next moment the police-man ad turned his lantern on me and they was both staring at me as if they couldnt believe their eyesight.

He  hes turning black! ses the landlord.

Hes turned black! ses the policeman.

They both stood there looking at me with their mouths open, and then afore I knew wot he was up to, the policeman came close up to me and scratched my chest with his finger-nail.

Its mud! he ses.

You keep your nails to yourself, I ses. Its nothing to do with you. and I couldnt elp noticing the smell of it. Nobody could. And wot was worse than all was, that the tide ad turned and was creeping over the mud in the dock.

They got tired of it at last and came back to where I was and stood there shaking their eads at me.

If he was on the wharf e must ave made his escape while you was in the Bears Head, ses the policeman.

He was in my place a long time, ses the landlord.

Well, its no use crying over spilt milk, ses the policeman. Funny smell about ere, aint there? he ses, sniffing, and turning to the landlord. Wot is it?

I dunno, ses the landlord. I noticed it while we was talking to im at the gate. It seems to foller im about.

Ive smelt things I like better, ses the policeman, sniffing agin. Its just like the foreshore when somebody as been stirring the mud up a bit.

Unless its a case of tempted suicide, he ses, looking at me very ard.

Ah! ses the landlord.

Theres no mud on is clothes, ses the policeman, looking me over with his lantern agin.

He must ave gone in naked, but I should like to see is legs to make  All right! All right! Keep your air on.

You look arter your own legs, then, I ses, very sharp, and mind your own business.

It is my business, he ses, turning to the landlord. Was e strange in his manner at all when e was in your place to-night?

He smashed one o my best glasses, ses the landlord.

So he did, ses the policeman. So he did. Id forgot that. Do you know im well?

Not more than I can elp, ses the landlord. Hes been in my place a good bit, but I never knew of any reason why e should try and do away with imself. If hes been disappointed in love, he aint told me anything about it.

I suppose that couple o fools ud ave stood there talking about me all night if Id ha let em, but I had about enough of it.

Look ere, I ses, youre very clever, both of you, but you neednt worry your eads about me. Ive just been having a mud-bath, thats all.

A mud-bath! ses both of em, squeaking like a couple o silly parrots.

For rheumatics, I ses. I ad it some-thing cruel to-night, and I thought that praps the mud ud do it good. I read about it in the papers. Theres places where you pay pounds and pounds for em, but, being a pore man, I ad to ave mine on the cheap.

The policeman stood there looking at me for a moment, and then e began to laugh till he couldnt stop imself.

Love-a-duck! he ses, at last, wiping his eyes. I wish Id seen it.

Must ha looked like a fat mermaid, ses the landlord, wagging his silly ead at me. I can just see old Bill sitting in the mud a-combing his air and singing.

They ad some more talk o that sort, just to show each other ow funny they was, but they went off at last, and I fastened up the gate and went into the office to clean myself up as well as I could. One comfort was they adnt got the least idea of wot I was arter, and I ad a fancy that the one as laughed last would be the one as got that twelve quid.

I was so tired that I slept nearly all day arter I ad got ome, and I ad no sooner got back to the wharf in the evening than I see that the landlord ad been busy. If there was one silly fool that asked me the best way of making mud-pies, I should think there was fifty. Little things please little minds, and the silly way some of em went on made me feel sorry for my sects.

By eight oclock, owever, they ad all sheered off, and I got a broom and began to sweep up to elp pass the time away until low-water. Ony one craft ad come up that day  a ketch called the Peewit  and as she was berthed at the end of the jetty she wasnt in my way at all.

Her skipper came on to the wharf just afore ten. Fat, silly old man e was, named Fogg. Always talking about is ealth and taking medicine to do it good. He came up to me slow like, and, when e stopped and asked me about the rheumatics, the broom shook in my and.

Look here, I ses, if you want to be funny, go and be funny with them as likes it. Im fair sick of it, so I give you warning.

Funny? he ses, staring at me with eyes like a cow. Wot dye mean? Theres nothing funny about rheumatics; I ought to know; Im a martyr to it. Did you find as ow the mud did you any good?

I looked at im hard, but e stood there looking at me with his fat baby- face, and I knew he didnt mean any harm; so I answered im perlite and wished im good night.

Ive ad pretty near everything a man can have, he ses, casting anchor on a empty box, but I think the rheumatics was about the worst of em all. I even tried bees for it once.

Bees! I ses. Bees!

Bee-stings, he ses. A man told me that if I could ony persuade a few bees to sting me, that ud cure me. I dont know what e meant by persuading! they didnt want no persuading. I took off my coat and shirt and went and rocked one of my neighbours bee-hives next door, and I thought my last hour ad come.

He sat on that box and shivered at the memory of it.

Now I take Dr. Peppers pellets instead, he ses. Ive got a box in my state-room, and if youd like to try em youre welcome.

He sat there talking about the complaints he had ad and wot he ad done for them till I thought I should never have got rid of im. He got up at last, though, and, arter telling me to always wear flannel next to my skin, climbed aboard and went below.

I knew the hands was aboard, and arter watching is cabin-skylight until the light was out, I went and undressed. Then I crept back on to the jetty, and arter listening by the Peewit to make sure that they was all asleep, I went back and climbed down the ladder.

It was colder than ever. The cold seemed to get into my bones, but I made up my mind to ave that twelve quid if I died for it. I trod round and round the place where I ad seen that purse chucked in until I was tired, and the rubbish I picked up by mistake you wouldnt believe.

I suppose I ad been in there arf an hour, and I was standing up with my teeth clenched to keep them from chattering, when I appened to look round and see something like a white ball coming down the ladder. My art seemed to stand still for a moment, and then it began to beat as though it would burst. The white thing came down lower and lower, and then all of a sudden it stood in the mud and said, Ow!

Who is it? I ses. Who are you? Halloa, Bill! it ses. Aint it perishing cold?

It was the voice o Capn Fogg, and if ever I wanted to kill a fellow- creetur, I wanted to then.

Ave you been in long, Bill? he ses. About ten minutes, I ses, grinding my teeth.

Is it doing you good? he ses.

I didnt answer im.

I was just going off to sleep, he ses, when I felt a sort of hot pain in my left knee. O course, I knew what it meant at once, and instead o taking some of the pellets I thought Id try your remedy instead. Its a bit nippy, but I dont mind that if it does me good.

He laughed a silly sort o laugh, and then Im blest if e didnt sit down in that mud and waller in it. Then hed get up and come forard two or three steps and sit down agin.

Aint you sitting down, Bill? he ses, arter a time.

No, I ses, Im not.

I dont think you can expect to get the full benefit unless you do, he ses, coming up close to me and sitting down agin. Its a bit of a shock at fust, but Halloa!

Wots up? I ses.

Sitting on something hard, he ses. I wish people ud be more careful.

He took a list to port and felt under the star-board side. Then he brought his and up and tried to wipe the mud off and see wot he ad got.

Wot is it? I ses, with a nasty sinking sort o feeling inside me.

I dont know, he ses, going on wiping. Its soft outside and ard inside. It  

Lets ave a look at it, I ses, holding out my and.

Its nothing, he ses, in a queer voice, getting up and steering for the ladder. Bit of oyster-shell, I think.

He was up that ladder hand over fist, with me close behind im, and as soon as he ad got on to the wharf started to run to is ship.

Good night, Bill, he ses, over is shoulder.

Arf a moment. I ses, follering im.

I must get aboard, he ses; I believe Ive got a chill, and afore I could stop im he ad jumped on and run down to is cabin.

I stood on the jetty for a minute or two, trembling all over with cold and temper. Then I saw he ad got a light in is cabin, and I crept aboard and peeped down the skylight. And I just ad time to see some sovereigns on the table, when he looked up and blew out the light.
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Hornsey Lane, Islington  location of Jacobs last home, where he died in 1943
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A STORY IN THREE SCENES

Adapted for the stage by Louis N. Parker
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THE MONKEYS PAW

Scene.  The living-room of an old-fashioned college on the outskirts of Fulham. Set corner-wise in the left angle at the back a deep window; further fronts L., three or four steps lead up to a door. Further forward a dresser, with plates, glasses, etc. R. c. and back an alcove with the street door fully visible. On the inside of the street door, a wire letter-box. On the right, a cupboard, then a fireplace. In the centre, a round table. Against the wall, L. back, an old-fashioned piano. A comfortable armchair each side of the fireplace. Other chairs. On the mantelpiece, a clock, old china figures, etc. An air of comfort evades the room.
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[At the rise of the curtain, Mrs. White, a pleasant-looking old woman, is seated in the armchair below the fire, attending to a kettle which is steaming on the fire, and keeping a laughing eye on Mr. White and Herbert. These two are seated at the right angle of the table nearest the fire with a chessboard between them. Mr. White is evidently losing. His hair is ruffled, his spectacles are high up on his forehead; Herbert, a fine young fellow, is looking with satisfaction at the move he has just made. Mr. White makes several attempts to move, but thinks better of them. There is a shaded lamp on the table. The door is tightly shut. The curtains of the window are drawn; but every now and then the wind is heard whistling outside.]


Scene I

Mr. White (moving at last, and triumphant): There, Herbert, my boy, I got you, I think.

Herbert: Oh, youre a deep un, dad, arent you?

Mrs. White: Mean to say hes beaten you at last?

Herbert: Lor, no! Why, hes overlooked  

Mr. White (very excited): I see it! Lemme have that back I  

Herbert: Not much. Rules of the game!

Mr. White (disgusted): I dont hold with them scientific rules. You turn what ought to be an innocent relaxation  

Mrs. White: Dont talk so much, father. You put him off.

Herbert (laughing). Not he!

Mr. White (trying to distract his attention): Hark at the wind.

Herbert (dryly): Ah! Im listening. Check.

Mr. White (still trying to distract him). I should hardly think Sergeant-Major Morrisd come tonight.

Herbert: Mate. (Rises, goes up left)

Mr. White (with an outbreak of disgust and sweeping the chessmen off the board): Thats the worst of living so far out. Your friends cant come for a quiet chat, and you addle your brains over a confounded  

Herbert: Now, father! Morrisll turn up all right.

Mr. White (still in a temper): Lovers Lane, Fulham! Ho! of all the beastly, slushy, out-o-the-way places to live in! Pathways a bog, and the roads a torrent. (To Mrs. White, who has risen, and is at his side.) Whats the County Council thinking of, thats what I want to know? Because this is the only house in the road it doesnt matter if nobody can get near it, I spose.

Mrs. White: Never mind, dear. Perhaps youll win tomorrow. (She moves to back of table.)

Mr. White: Perhaps Ill  perhaps Ill  ! What dyou mean? (Bursts out laughing) There! You always know whats going on inside o me, dont you, mother?

Mrs. White: Ought to, after thirty years, John. (She goes to dresser and busies herself wiping tumbler and tray there.)

(He rises, goes to fireplace and lights pipe.)

Herbert (down c): And its not such a bad place, dad, after all. One of the few old-fashioned houses left near London. None o your stucco villas. Homelike, I call it. And so do you, or you wouldnt ha bought it. (Rolls a cigarette.)

Mr. White (r., growling): Nice job I made o that, too! With two hundred pounds owin on it.

Herbert (on back of chair, c): Why, I shall work that off in no time, dad. Matter o three years, with the raise promised me.

Mr. White: If you dont get married.

Herbert: Not me. Not that sort.

Mrs. White: I wish you would, Herbert. A good, steady lad  

(She brings the tray with a bottle of whisky, glasses, a lemon, spoons, buns, and a knife to the table.)

Herbert: Lots o time, mother. Sufficient for the day  as the sayin goes. Just now my dynamos dont leave me any time for love-making. Jealous they are, I tell you!

Mr. White (chuckling): I lay awake o night often, and think: If Herbert took a nap, and let his what dyou-call-ums  dynamos, run down, all Fulham would be in darkness. Lord! What a joke! (gets R. c.)

Herbert: Joke! And me with the sack! Pretty idea of a joke youve got, I dont think.

(Knock at outer door,)

Mrs. White: Hark!

(Knock repeated, louder.)

Mr. White (going towards door): Thats him. Thats the Sergeant-Major. (He unlocks door, back.)

Herbert (removes chessboard): Wonder what yarn hes got for us to-night? (Places chess-board on piano.)

Mrs. White (goes up right, busies herself putting the other armchair nearer fire, etc): Dont let the door slam, John!

(Mr. White opens the door a little, struggling with it. Wind. Sergeant-Major Morris, a veteran with a distinct military appearance  left arm gone  dressed as a commissionaire, is seen to enter. Mr. White helps him off with his coat, which he hangs

up in the outer hall.)

Mr. White (at the door): Slip in quick! Its as much as I can do to hold it against the wind.

Sergeant: Awful! Awful! (Busy taking off his cloak, etc.) And a mile up the road  by the cemetery  its worse. Enough to blow the hair oft your head.

Mr. White: Give me your stick.

Sergeant: If twasnt I knew what a welcome Id get  

Mr. White (preceding him into the room): Sergeant-Major Morris, I  

Mrs. White: Tut! Tut! So cold you must be! Come to the fire; doee, now.

Sergeant: How are you, marm? (To Herbert) Hows yourself, laddie? Not on duty yet, eh? Day week, eh?

Herbert (c): No, sir. Night week. But theres half an hour yet.

Sergeant (sitting in the armchair above the fire, which Mrs. White is motioning him towards. Mr. White mixes grog for Morris.): Thankee kindly, marm. Thats good  hah! Thats a sight better than the trenches at Chitral. Thats better than settin in a puddle with the rain pourin down in buckets, and the natives takin pot-shots at you.

Mrs. White: Didnt you have no umbrellas? (Comes below fire, kneels before it, stirs it, etc.)

Sergeant: Umbrella? Ho! Ho! Thats good! Eh, White? Thats good. Did ye hear what she said? Umbrellas!  And galoshes! And hot-water bottles!  Ho, yes! No offence, marm but its easy to see you was never a soldier.

Herbert (rather hurt): Mother spoke out o kindness, sir.

Sergeant: And well I know it; and no offence intended. No, marm, ardship, ardship is the soldiers lot. Starvation, fever, and get yourself shot. Thats a bit o my own.

Mrs. White: You dont look tove taken much harm  except (Indicates his empty sleeve. She takes kettle to table, then returns to fire.)

Sergeant (showing a medal hidden under his coat): And that I got this for. No, marm. Tough. Thomas Morris is tough. (Mr. White is holding a glass of grog under the

Sergeants nose.) And sober. Whats this now?

Mr. White: Put your nose in it; youll see.

Sergeant: Whisky? And hot? And sugar? And a slice o lemon? No. I said Id never  but seein the sort o night. Well! (Waving the glass at them) Heres another thousand a years!

Mr. White (sits r. of table, also with a glass): Same to you, and many of em.

Sergeant (to Herbert, who has no glass): What? Not you?

Herbert (laughing and sitting across chair, c): Oh tisnt for want of being sociable. But my work dont go with it. Not if twas ever so little. Ive got to keep a cool head, a steady eye, and a still hand. The fly-wheel might gobble me up.

Mrs. White: Dont, Herbert. (Sits in armchair below fire.)

Herbert (laughing): No fear, mother.

Sergeant: Ah! You electricians!  Sort o magicians, you are. Light! says you  and light it is. And, power! says you  and the trams go whizzin. And, knowledge! says you  and words go ummin to the ends o the world. It fair beats me  and Ive seen a bit in my time, too.

Herbert (nudges his father): Your Indian magic? All a fake, governor. The fakirs fake.

Sergeant: Fake, you call it? I tell you, Ive seen it.

Herbert (nudging his father with his foot). Oh, come, now! Such as what? Come, now!

Sergeant: Ive seen a cove with no more clothes on than a babby, (to Mrs. White) if you know what I mean  take an empty basket  empty, mind!  as empty as  as this here glass.

Mr. White: Hand it over, Morris. (Hands it to Herbert, who goes quickly behind table and fills it.)

Sergeant: Which was not my intentions, but used for illustration.

Herbert (while mixing): Oh, Ive seen the basket trick; and Ive read how it was done. Why, I could do it myself, with a bit o practice. Ladle out something stronger.

(Herbert brings him the glass.)

Sergeant: Stronger?  What do you say to an old fakir chuckin a rope up in the air  in the air, mind you!  and swarming up it, same as if it was ooked on  and vanishing clean out o sight ?  Ive seen that.

(Herbert goes to table, plunges a knife into a bun and offers it to the Sergeant with exaggerated politeness.)

Sergeant (eyeing it with disgust): Bun  what for?

Herbert: That yarn takes it.

(Mr. and Mrs. White delighted.)

Sergeant: Mean to say you doubt my word?

Mrs. White: No, no! Hes only taking you off.  You shouldnt, Herbert.

Mr. White: Herbert always was one for a bit ofun!

(Herbert puts bun back on table, comes round in front, and moving the chair out of the way, sits cross-legged on the floor at his fathers side.)

Sergeant: But its true. Why, if I chose, I could tell you things. But there! You dont get no more yarns out o me.

Mr. White: Nonsense, old friend. (Puts down his glass.) Youre not going to get shirty about a bit o fun. (Moves his chair nearer Morriss.) What was that you started telling me the other day about a monkeys paw, or something? (Nudges Herbert, and winks at Mrs. White.)

Sergeant (gravely): Nothing. Leastways, nothing worth hearing.

Mrs. White (with astonished curiosity): Monkeys paw?

Mr. White: Ah  you was tellin me  

Sergeant: Nothing. Dont go on about it (Puts his empty glass to his lips  then stares at it.) What? Empty again? There! When I begin thinkin o the paw, it makes me that absentminded.

Mr. White (rises and fills glass): You said you always carried it on you.

Sergeant: So I do, for fear o what might happen. (Sunk in thought.) Ay!  ay!

Mr. White (handing him his glass refilled): There. (Sits again in same chair.)

Mrs. White: Whats it for?

Sergeant: You wouldnt believe me, if I was to tell you.

Herbert: I will, every word.

Sergeant: Magic, then!  Dont you laugh!

Herbert: Im not. Got it on you now?

Sergeant: Of course.

Herbert: Lets see it.

(Seeing the Sergeant embarrassed with his glass, Mrs. White rises, takes it from him, places it on mantelpiece and remains standing.)

Sergeant: Oh, its nothing to look at. (Hunting in his pocket) Just an ordinary  little paw  dried to a mummy. (Produces it and holds it towards Mrs. White.) Here.

Mrs. White (who has leant forward eagerly to see it, starts back with a little cry of disgust): Oh!

Herbert: Give us a look. (Morris passes the paw to Mr. White, from whom Herbert takes it.) Why, its all dried up!

Sergeant: I said so.

(Wind.)

Mrs. White (with a slight shudder): Hark at the wind! (Sits again in her old place.)

Mr. White (taking the paw from Herbert): And what might there be special about it?

Sergeant (impressively): That there paw has had a spell put upon it!

Mr. White: No? (In great alarm he thrusts the paw back into Morriss hand.)

Sergeant (pensively, holding the paw in the palm of his hand). Ah! By an old fakir. He was a very holy man. Hed sat all doubled up in one spot, goin on for fifteen year; thinkin o things. And he wanted to show that fate ruled people. That everything was cut and dried from the beginning, as you might say. That there warnt no gettin away from it. And that, if you tried to, you caught it hot. (Pauses solemnly) So he put a spell on this bit of a paw. It might ha been anything else, but he took the first thing that came handy. Ah! He put a spell on it, and made it so that three people (looking at them and with deep meaning) could each have three wishes.

(All but Mrs. White laugh rather nervously)

Mrs. White: Ssh! Dont!

Sergeant (more gravely): But! But, mark you, though the wishes was granted, those three people would have cause to wish they hadnt been.

Mr. White: But how could the wishes be granted?

Sergeant: He didnt say. It would all happen so natural, you might think it a coincidence if so disposed.

Herbert: Why havent you tried it, sir?

Sergeant (gravely, after a pause): I have.

Herbert (eagerly): Youve had your three wishes?

Sergeant (gravely): Yes.

Mrs. White: Were they granted?

Sergeant (staring at the fire): They were.

(A pause.)

Mr. White: Has anybody else wished?

Sergeant: Yes. The first owner had his three wishes. (Lost in recollection) Yes, oh yes, he had his three wishes all right. I dont know what his first two were, (very impressively) but the third was for death. (All shudder.) Thats how I got the paw.

(A pause.)

Herbert (cheerfully): Well, seems to me youve only got to wish for things that cant have any bad luck about em (Rises.)

Sergeant (shaking his head): Ah!

Mr. White (tentatively): Morris  if youve had your three wishes  its no good to you, now  what do you keep it for?

Sergeant (still holding the paw; looking at it): Fancy, I spose. I did have some idea of selling it but I dont think I will. Its done mischief enough already. Besides, people wont buy. Some of em think its a fairy tale. And some want to try it first, and pay after.

(Nervous laugh from the others.)

Mrs. White: If you could have another three wishes, would you?

Sergeant (slowly  weighing the paw in his hand, and looking at it): I dont know  I dont know  (Suddenly, with violence, flinging it in the fire.) No! Im damned if I would!

(Movement from all.)

Mr. White (rises and quickly snatches it out of the fire): What are you doing?

(White goes r. c.)

Sergeant (rising and following him and trying to prevent him): Let it burn! Let the infernal thing burn!

Mrs. White (rises): Let it burn, father!

Mr. White (wiping it on his coat sleeve): No. If you dont want it, give it to me.

Sergeant (violently): I wont! I wont! My hands are clear of it. I threw it on the fire. If you keep it, dont blame me, whatever happens. Here! Pitch it back again.

Mr. White (stubbornly): Im going to keep it. What do you say, Herbert?

Herbert (l. c., laughing): I say, keep it if you want to. Stuff and nonsense, anyhow.

Mr. White (looking at the paw thoughtfully): Stuff and nonsense. Yes. I wonder  (casually) I wish  (He was going to say some ordinary thing, like I wish I were certain.)

Sergeant (misunderstanding him; violently): Stop! Mind what youre doing. Thats not the way.

Mr. White: What is the way?

Mrs. White (moving away, up r. c. to back of table, and beginning to put the tumblers straight, and the chairs in their places): Oh, dont have anything to do with it, John.

(Takes glasses on tray to dresser, l., busies herself there, rinsing them in a bowl of water on the dresser, and wiping them with a cloth.)

Sergeant: Thats what I say, marm. But if I warnt to tell him, he might go wishing something he didnt mean to. You hold it in your right hand, and wish aloud. But I warn you! I warn you!

Mrs. White: Sounds like the Arabian Nights. Dont you think you might wish me four pair of hands?

Mr. White (laughing): Right you are, mother!  I wish  

Sergeant (pulling his arm down): Stop it! If you must wish, wish for something sensible. Look here! I cant stand this. Gets on my nerves. Wheres my coat? (Goes into alcove)

(Mr. White crosses to fireplace and carefully puts the paw on mantelpiece. He is absorbed in it to the end of the tableau)

Herbert: Im coming your way, to the works, in a minute. Wont you wait? (Goes up c, helps Morris with his coat)

Sergeant (putting on his coat): No. Im all shook up. I want fresh air. I dont want to be here when you wish. And wish you will as soons my backs turned. I know. I know. But Ive warned you, mind.

Mr. White (helping him into his coat): All right, Morris. Dont you fret about us. (Gives him money) Here.

Sergeant (refusing it): No, I wont.

Mr. White (forcing it into his hand): Yes, you will. (Opens door)

Sergeant (turning to the room): Well, good-night all. (To White.) Put it in the fire.

All: Good-night.

(Exit Sergeant. Mr. White closes door, comes towards fireplace, absorbed in the paw)

Herbert (down l.): If theres no more in this than there is in his other stories, we shant make much out of it.

Mrs. White (comes down r.c. to White): Did you give him anything for it, father?

Mr. White: A trifle. He didnt want it, but I made him take it.

Mrs. White: There, now! You shouldnt. Throwing your money about.

Mr. White (looking at the paw which he has picked up again): I wonder  

Herbert: What?

Mr. White: I wonder, whether we hadnt better chuck it on the fire?

Herbert (laughing): Likely! Why, were all going to be rich and famous, and happy.

Mrs. White: Throw it on the fire, indeed, when youve given money for it! So like you, father.

Herbert: Wish to be an Emperor, father, to begin with. Then you cant be henpecked!

Mrs. White (going for him front of table with a duster): You young . . . (Follows him to back of table.)

Herbert (running away from her round behind table): Steady with that duster, mother!

Mr. White: Be quiet, there! (Herbert catches Mrs. White in his arms and kisses her): I wonder . . . (He has the paw in his hand,) I dont know what to wish for, and thats a fact. (He looks about him with a happy smile.) I seem tove got all I want.

Herbert (with his hands on the old mans shoulders): Old dad! If youd only cleared the debt on the house, youd be quite happy, wouldnt you? (Laughing) Well  go ahead!  wish for the two hundred pounds; thatll just do it.

Mr. White (half laughing): Shall I?

(Crosses to R. c.)

Herbert: Go on! Here!  Ill play slow music. (Crosses to piano.)

Mrs. White: Dont ee, John. Dont have nothing to do with it!

Herbert: Now, dad! (Plays)

Mr. White: I will! (Holds up the paw, as if half ashamed.) I wish for two hundred pounds.

(Crash on the piano. At the same instant Mr. White utters a cry and lets the paw drop.)

Mrs. White: Whats the matter?

Mr. White (gazing with horror at the paw): It moved! As I wished, it twisted in my hand like a snake.

Herbert (goes down r., and picks the paw up): Nonsense, dad. Why, its as stiff as a bone. (Lays it on the mantelpiece)

Mrs. White: Must have been your fancy, father.

Herbert (facing away): Well? (Looking round the room) I dont see the money; and I bet I never shall.

Mr. White (relieved): Thank God, theres no harm done! But it gave me a shock.

Herbert: Half-past eleven. I must get along. Im on at midnight. (Goes up c., fetches his coat, etc.) Weve had quite a merry evening.

Mrs. White: Im off to bed. Dont be late for breakfast, Herbert.

Herbert: I shall walk home as usual. Does me good. I shall be with you about nine. Dont wait, though.

Mrs. White: You know your father never waits.

Herbert: Good-night, mother. (Kisses her. She lights candle on dresser, l., goes up stairs and exits)

Herbert (coming to his father, r., who is sunk in thought): Good-night, dad. Youll find the cash tied up in the middle of the bed.

Mr. White (staring, seizes Herberts hand): It moved, Herbert.

Herbert: Ah! And a monkey hanging by his tail from the bed-post, watching you count the golden sovereigns.

Mr. White (accompanying him to the door): I wish you wouldnt joke, my boy.

Herbert: All right, dad. (Opens door.) Lord! What weather! Good-night. (Exit.)

(The old man shakes his head, closes the door, locks it, puts the chain up, slips the lower bolt, has some difficulty with the upper bolt.)

Mr. White: This bolts stiff again. I must get Herbert to look to it in the morning.

(Comes into the room, puts out the lamp, crosses towards steps, but is irresistibly attracted towards fireplace. Sits down and stares into the fire. His expression changes: he sees something horrible.)

Mr. White (with an involuntary cry): Mother! Mother!

Mrs. White (appearing at the door at the top of the steps with a candle): Whats the matter? (Comes down R. c.)

Mr. White (mastering himself. Rises): Nothing  I  ah  I saw faces in the fire.

Mrs. White: Come along.

(She takes his arm and draws him towards the steps. He looks back frightened towards fireplace as they reach the first step.)

Tableau Curtain


Scene II

(Bright sunshine. The table, which has been moved nearer the window, is laid for breakfast, Mrs. White busy about the table, Mr. White standing in the window looking off R. The inner door is open, showing the outer door.)

Mr. White: What a morning Herberts got for walking home!

Mrs. White (l. c): Whats oclock? (Looks at clock on mantelpiece) Quarter to nine, I declare. Hes off at eight. (Crosses to fire.)

Mr. White: Takes him half-an-hour to change and wash. Hes just by the cemetery now.

Mrs. White: Hell be here in ten minutes.

Mr. White (coming to the table): Whats for breakfast?

Mrs. White: Sausages. (At the mantelpiece) Why, if here isnt that dirty monkeys paw! (Picks it up, looks at it with disgust, puts it back. Takes sausages in dish from before fire and places them on table.) Silly thing! The idea of us listening to such nonsense!

Mr. White (goes up to window again): Ay  the Sergeant-Major and his yarns! I suppose all old soldiers are alike.

Mrs. White: Come on, father. Herbert hates us to wait.

(They both sit and begin breakfast.)

Mrs. White: How could wishes be granted, nowadays?

Mr. White: Ah! Been thinking about it all night, have you?

Mrs. White: You kept me awake, with your tossing and tumbling.

Mr. White: Ay, I had a bad night.

Mrs. White: It was the storm, I expect. How it blew!

Mr. White: I didnt hear it. I was asleep and not asleep, if you know what I mean.

Mrs. White: And all that rubbish about its making you unhappy if your wish was granted! How could two hundred pounds hurt you, eh, father?

Mr. White: Might drop on my head in a lump. Dont see any other way. And Id try to bear that. Though, mind you, Morris said it would all happen so naturally that you might take it for a coincidence, if so disposed.

Mrs. White: Well  it hasnt happened. Thats all I know. And it isnt going to. (A letter is seen to drop in the letter-box) And how you can sit there and talk about it (Sharp postmans knock; she jumps to her feet.) Whats that?

Mr. White: Postman, o course.

Mrs. White (seeing the letter from a distance; in an awed whisper): Hes brought a letter, John!

Mr. White (laughing): What did you think hed bring? Ton o coals?

Mrs. White: John  John  Suppose?

Mr. White: Suppose what?

Mrs. White: Suppose it was two hundred pounds!

Mr. White (suppressing his excitement): Eh!  Here! Dont talk nonsense. Why dont you fetch it?

Mrs. White (crosses and takes letter out of the box): Its thick, John  (feels it)  and  and its got something crisp inside it. (Takes letter to White, r. c.)

Mr. White: Who  whos it for?

Mrs. White: You.

Mr. White: Hand it over, then. (Feeling and examining it with ill-concealed excitement.) The idea! What a superstitious old woman you are! Where are my specs?

Mrs. White: Let me open it.

Mr. White: Dont you touch it. Where are my specs?

(Goes to R.)

Mrs. White: Dont let sudden wealth sour your temper, John.

Mr. White: Will you find my specs?

Mrs. White (taking them off mantelpiece): Here, John, here. (As he opens the letter.) Take care! Dont tear it!

Mr. White: Tear what?

Mrs. White: If it was banknotes, John!

Mr. White (taking a thick, formal document out of the envelope and a crisp-looking slip): Youve gone dotty.  Youve made me nervous. (Reads.) Sir.  Enclosed please find receipt for interest on the mortgage of £200 on your house, duly received.

(They look at each other. Mr. White sits down to finish his breakfast silently. Mrs. White goes to the window.)

Mrs. White: That comes of listening to tipsy old soldiers.

Mr. White (pettish): What does?

Mrs. White: You thought there was banknotes in it.

Mr. White (injured): I didnt! I said all along  

Mrs. White: How Herbert will laugh, when I tell him!

Mr. White (with gruff good-humour): Youre not going to tell him. Youre going to keep your mouth shut. Thats what youre going to do. Why, I should never hear the last of it.

Mrs. White: Serve you right. I shall tell him. You know you like his fun. See how he joked you last night when you said the paw moved.

(She is looking through the window towards R.)

Mp. White: So it did. It did move. That Ill swear to.

Mrs. White (abstractedly: she is watching some- thing outside): You thought it did.

Mr. White: I say it did. There was no thinking about it. You saw how it upset me, didnt you? (She doesnt answer.) Didnt you?  Why dont you listen? (Turns round.) What is it?

Mrs. White: Nothing.

Mr. White (turns back to his breakfast): Do you see Herbert coming?

Mrs. White: No.

Mr. White: Hes about due. What is it?

Mrs. White: Nothing. Only a man. Looks like a gentleman. Leastways, hes in black, and hes got a top-hat on.

Mr. White: What about him? (He is not interested; goes on eating.)

Mrs. White: He stood at the garden-gate as if he wanted to come in. But he couldnt seem to make up his mind.

Mr. White: Oh, go on! Youre full o fancies.

Mrs. White: Hes going  no; hes coming back.

Mr. White: Dont let him see you peeping.

Mrs. White (with increasing excitement): Hes looking at the house. Hes got his hand on the latch. No. He turns away again. (Eagerly,) John! He looks like a sort of a lawyer.

Mr. White: What of it?

Mrs. White: Oh, youll only laugh again. But suppose  suppose hes coming about the two hundred.

Mr. White: Youre not to mention it again!  Youre a foolish old woman.  Come and eat your breakfast. (Eagerly.) Where is he now?

Mrs. White: Gone down the road. He has turned back. He seems tove made up his mind. Here he comes!  Oh, John, and me all untidy! (Crosses to fire R.)

(Knock.)

Mr. White (to Mrs. White, who is hastily smoothing her hair, etc.): Whats it matter? Hes made a mistake. Come to the wrong house. (Crosses to fireplace.)

(Mrs. White opens the door. Mr. Sampson, dressed from head to foot in solemn black, with a top-hat, stands in the doorway.)

Sampson (outside): Is this Mr. Whites?

Mrs. White: Come in, sir. Please step in. (She shows him into the room; goes R., he is awkward and nervous.) You must overlook our being so untidy; and the room all anyhow; and John in his garden-coat. (To Mr. White, reproachfully). Oh, John.

Sampson (to Mr. White): Morning. My name is Sampson.

Mrs. White (offering a chair): Wont you please be seated?

(Sampson stands quite still up c.)

Sampson: Ah  thank you  no, I think not  I think not. (Pause.)

Mr. White (awkwardly, trying to help him): Fine weather for the time o year.

Sampson: Ah  yes  yes (Pause; he makes a renewed effort) My name is Sampson  Ive come  

Mrs. White: Perhaps you was wishful to see Herbert; hell be home in a minute. (Pointing.) Heres his breakfast waiting  

Sampson (interrupting her hastily): No, no I (Pause.) Ive come from the electrical works  

Mrs. White: Why, you might have come with him.

(Mr. White sees something is wrong, tenderly puts his hand on her arm)

Sampson: No  no  I ve come  alone.

Mrs. White (with a little anxiety): Is anything the matter?

Sampson: I was asked to call  

Mrs. White (abruptly): Herbert! Has anything happened? Is he hurt? Is he hurt?

Mr. White (soothing her): There, there, mother. Dont you jump to conclusions. Let the gentleman speak. Youve not brought bad news, Im sure, sir.

Sampson: Im  sorry  

Mrs. White: Is he hurt?

(Sampson bows.)

Mrs. White: Badly?

Sampson: Very badly. (Turns away.)

Mrs. White (with a cry): John  ! (She instinctively moves towards White.)

Mr. White: Is he in pain?

Sampson: He is not in pain.

Mrs. White: Oh, thank God! Thank God for that! Thank  (She looks in a startled fashion at Mr. White  realizes what Sampson means, catches his arm and tries to turn him towards her). Do you mean  ?

(Sampson avoids her look: she gropes for her husband: he takes her two hands in his, and gently lets her sink into the armchair above the fireplace, then he stands on her right, between her and Sampson.)

Mr. White (hoarsely): Go on, sir.

Sampson: He was telling his mates a story. Something that had happened here last night. He was laughing, and wasnt noticing and  and  (hushed) the machinery caught him  

(A little cry from Mrs. White, her face shows her horror and agony.)

Mr. White (vague, holding Mrs. Whites hand): The machinery caught him  yes  and him the only child  its hard, sir  very hard  

Sampson (subdued): The Company wished me to convey their sincere sympathy with you in your great loss  

Mr. White (staring blankly): Our  great  loss!

Sampson: I was to say further  (as if apologizing) I am only their servant  I am only obeying orders  

Mr. White: Our  great  loss  !

Sampson (laying an envelope on the table and edging towards the door): I was to say, the Company disclaim all responsibility, but, in consideration of your sons services, they wish to present you with a certain sum as compensation. (Gets to door.)

Mr. White: Our  great  loss  (Suddenly, with horror.) How  how much?

Sampson (in the doorway): Two hundred pounds.

(Exit.)

(Mrs. White gives a cry. The old man takes no heed of her, smiles faintly, puts out his hands like a sightless man, and drops, a senseless heap, to the floor. Mrs. White stares at him blankly and her hands go out helplessly towards him.)


Scene III

Mrs. White: And taken all our hopes with him  

Mr. White: And all our wishes  

Mrs. White: Ay, and all our  (With a sudden cry.) John!

(She comes quickly to him; he rises.)

Mr. White: Jenny! For Gods sake! Whats the matter?

Mrs. White (with dreadful eagerness): The paw! The monkeys paw!

Mr. White (bewildered): Where? Where is it? Whats wrong with it?

Mrs. White: I want it! You havent done away with it?

Mr. White: I havent seen it  since  why?

Mrs. White: I want it! Find it! Find it!

Mr. White (groping on the mantelpiece): Here! Here it is! What do you want of it? (He leaves it there.)

Mrs. White: Why didnt I think of it? Why didnt you think of it?

Mr. White: Think of what?

Mrs. White: The other two wishes!

Mr. White (with horror): What?

Mrs. White: Weve only had one.

Mr. White (tragically): Wasnt that enough?

Mrs. White: No! Well have one more. (White crosses to r. c, Mrs. White takes the paw and follows him) Take it. Take it quickly. And wish  

Mr. White (avoiding the paw): Wish what?

Mrs. White: Oh, John! John! Wish our boy alive again!

Mr. White: Good God! Are you mad?

Mrs. White: Take it. Take it and wish. (With a paroxysm of grief.) Oh, my boy! My boy!

Mr. White: Get to bed. Get to sleep. You dont know what youre saying.

Mrs. White: We had the first wish granted  why not the second?

Mr. White (hushed): Hes been dead ten days, and  Jenny! Jenny! I only knew him by his clothing  if you wasnt allowed to see him then  how could you bear to see him now?

Mrs. White: I dont care. Bring him back.

Mr. White (shrinking from the paw): I darent touch it!

Mrs. White (thrusting it in his hand): Here! Here! Wish!

Mr. White (trembling): Jenny!

Mrs. White (fiercely): Wish. (She goes on frantically whispering Wish.)

Mr. White (shuddering, but overcome by her insistence): I  I  wish  my  son  alive again.

(He drops it with a cry. The candle goes out. Utter darkness. He sinks into a chair. Mrs. White hurries to the window and draws the blind back. She stands in the moonlight. Pause.)

Mrs. White (drearily): Nothing.

Mr. White: Thank God! Thank God!

Mrs. White: Nothing at all. Along the whole length of the road not a living thing. (Closes blind.) And nothing, nothing, nothing left in our lives, John.

Mr. White: Except each other, Jenny  and memories.

Mrs. White (coming back slowly to the fireplace): Were too old. We were only alive in him. We cant begin again. We cant feel anything now, John, but emptiness and darkness. (She sinks into armchair.)

Mr. White: Tisnt for long, Jenny. Theres that to look forward to.

Mrs. White: Every minutes long, now.

Mr. White (rising): I cant bear the darkness!

Mrs. White: Its dreary  dreary.

Mr. White (crosses to dresser): Wheres the candle?

(Finds it and brings it to table) And the matches? Where are the matches? We mustnt sit in the dark. Tisnt wholesome. (Lights match; the other candlestick is close to him.) There. (Turning with the lighted match towards Mrs. White, who is rocking and moaning.) Dont take on so, mother.

Mrs. White: Im a mother no longer.

Mr. White (lights candle): There now; there now. Go on up to bed. Go on now  Im a-coming.

Mrs. White: Whether Im here or in bed, or wherever I am, Im with my boy, Im with  

(A low single knock at the street door.)

Mrs. White (starting): Whats that?

Mr. White (mastering his horror): A rat. The house is full of em. (A louder single knock; she starts up. He catches her by the arm.) Stop! What are you going to do?

Mrs. White (wildly): Its my boy! Its Herbert! I forgot it was a mile away! What are you holding me for? I must open the door!

(The knocking continues in single knocks at irregular intervals, constantly growing louder and more insistent.)

Mr. White (still holding her): For Gods sake!

Mrs. White (struggling): Let me go!

Mr. White: Dont open the door!

(He drags her towards left front.)

Mrs. White: Let me go!

Mr. White: Think what you might see!

Mrs. White (struggling fiercely): Do you think I fear the child I bore! Let me go! (She wrenches herself loose and rushes to the door which she tears open) Im coming, Herbert! Im coming!

Mr. White (cowering in the extreme corner left front): Dont ee do it! Dont ee do it!

(Mrs. White is at work on the outer door, where the knocking continues. She slips the chain, slips the lower bolt, unlocks the door.)

Mr. White (suddenly): The paw! Wheres the monkeys paw?

(He gets on his knees and feels along the floor for it)

Mrs. White (tugging at the top bolt): John! The top bolts stuck. I cant move it. Come and help. Quick!

Mr. White (wildly groping): The paw! There s a wish left.

(The knocking is now loud, and in groups of increasing length between the speeches)

Mrs. White: Dye hear him? John! Your childs knocking!

Mr. White: Where is it? Where did it fall?

Mrs. White (tugging desperately at the bolt): Help! Help! Will you keep your child from his home?

Mr. White: Where did it fall? I cant find it  I cant find  

(The knocking is now tempestuous, and there are blows upon the door as of a body beating against it)

Mrs. White: Herbert! Herbert! My boy! Wait! Your mothers opening to you! Ah! Its moving! Its moving!

Mr. White: God forbid! (Finds the paw) Ah!

Mrs. White (slipping the bolt): Herbert!

Mr. White (has raised himself to his knees; he holds the paw high): I wish him dead. (The knocking stops abruptly.) I wish him dead and at peace!

Mrs. White (flinging the door open simultaneously): Herb  

(A flood of moonlight. Emptiness. The old man sways in prayer on his knees. The old woman lies half swooning, wailing against the door-post.)
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Produced on Tuesday, August 30, 1904, at the New Theatre, London, with the following cast:  
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ACT I.

SCENE.  A corner of a garden on the top of a cliff. On the right, near the footlights, a path winds off through the shrubbery; a little further up, on the right, but slantingly c., there is a wide gap in the bushes, fenced off by a low, wooden railing, through which there is a glimpse of the sea, sheer below the cliff, with the coastline fading away in the distance. At the back c more shrubbery, interrupted in the left corner back by another gap, with a view of the valley of a tidal river, with indications of a small town. At the back R. c., also a flag staff, with the Union Jack hanging from it, and a telescope on a tripod. Then, halfway down L., a wider path leads to the house. Another narrow path off left, near foot-lights. On the right between the path and the gap, a rustic seat, below this a stool, other garden chairs R. C. and L. In the centre of the stage a flower-bed. It is late afternoon on a summers day.

(MAJOR SMEDLEY is discovered on the rustic seat, top end, pretending to read his Morning Post, his stick on seat. MRS. SMEDLEY is seated on stool R., pretending to be at work on a black mantle. LUCY is seated up R. c., pretending to read a novel on chair L. MRS. BALDWIN is pretending to be trimming a very simple hat. As a matter of fact, all the women are furtively crying and blowing their noses.

MAJOR. (unable to endure it any longer, crushes the newspaper in his hand and flings it down and takes up stick) Confound and dash it! (rises, goes down c.)

MRS. SMEDLEY. (R., shocked) William! Such language! (pointing to LUCY) Your niece!

MAJOR. (C., curtly) I beg pardon, Lucy; they were expressions   

LUCY. (up R. C., through her tears) I dont mind, uncle. This novels by a woman.

MAJOR. But its too bad. I am naturally of a genial and sociable nature, and how the deuce can I be genial and sociable when you women sit here snivelling?

MRS. SMEDLEY. We are thinking of Ethel. MAJOR. (goes to R. C., pushes newspaper under seat with stick) Why the devil cant you think of your work, (over MRS. SMEDLEY) What are you making, Susan?

MRS. SMEDLEY. A cloak for the Almshouse w-w-women.

MAJOR. (turns to L.) And you, Mrs. Baldwin. (comes to c.)

MRS. BALDWIN. (sobbing) Oh dont. Oh, Im trimming a hat for a benighted little heathen! Oh, my poor Miss Ethel.

MAJOR. Ha! youre pitying her! Youre all pitying her!

MRS. SMEDLEY. She is my daughter.

LUCY. Poor Ethel! Locked in her room, on such a fine day.

MAJOR. Insubordination! (goes to R. C.) Rank insubordination! from my only child.(sits on seat.) 

MRS. SMEDLEY. She is so like you.

MAJOR. (fans himself with his hat, then places it on seat) A self-willed, pig-headed  

MRS. SMEDLEY. Ye-s.

MAJOR. Eh!

MRS. SMEDLEY. NO!!

MAJOR. Hm  Ill keep her locked up a fortnight.

(ETHEL, a charming young girl, enters up L., hardly more than a schoolgirl, simply dressed, peers out from the hushes, sees the group, and quickly crosses to bush c., disappears.)

(continuing) She shall starve, Susan  or marry Herbert Manners, (calling) Mrs. Baldwin!

(MRS. BALDWIN blows her nose.)

Mrs. Baldwin!

MRS. BALDWIN. Yes, sir. (rises, leaves hat on grass, comes to c.)

MAJOR. (rising, goes to C., handing her a large door key) Heres the key. Go and tell her to come here.

MRS. BALDWIN. Yes, sir. Oh, the poor darling. (goes up L. C. to the path L.)

MAJOR. (shouts, MRS. BALDWIN starts) Shes on parole, tell her.

(Exit MRS. BALDWIN.)

Shes to go back to her room the moment Ive done with her unless  unless she  (is now by the flower bed, pointing to it) Tshah!

(MRS. BALDWIN and LUCY slowly rise too on tiptoe in anguish as he raves.)

Here! Whats this  what the devils this? (WOMEN sit again.)

MRS. SMEDLEY. Oh, William, what?

MAJOR. Somebodys been jumping into the flowerbed. Look!

(MRS. SMEDLEY rises, comes to R. C.)

(sternly) Was it you, Susan?

MRS. SMEDLEY. For shame, William, (goes to R.) 

MAJOR. Lucy  you?

LUCY. (indignant) Uncle!

MAJOR. Then who was it?

MRS. SMEDLEY. (sits) Rabbits, William.

MAJOR. Rabbits, with high heels. (shouts) Dibbs! Dibbs! Where the devils Dibbs?

MRS. SMEDLEY. Not so loud, William, hell hear you.

MAJOR. What dye spose Im calling him for? 

MRS. SMEDLEY. I mean hell hear you swearing.

MAJOR. That he certainly shall. (shouts) Dibbs!

What the  

MRS. SMEDLEY. William!

MAJOR. (glares at her) How the  

MRS. SMEDLEY. William!

MAJOR. (glares) Dibbs-s-s!

(Enter DIBBS, an elderly gardener, L. L. E. He is eating, and has his mouth full of bread and cheese.)

DIBBS. Was you calling me, sir?

MAJOR. (hoarsely) Dyou suppose I shout Dibbs for exercise, (points to the flower-bed) Whats this?

(DIBBS goes o.)

(shouts, DIBBS starts) What the devils this?

DIBBS. Thems hydringers and  (goes in front to R. c.) Well, Im  ! Theyve come out again!

Not a quarter of an hour ago I raked em over.

MAJOR. Rake em over again! (shouts) Rake em over again!

(DIBBS crosses to L. with a run.)

Where are you going?

DIBBS. To get my barrer. (he goes off L. L. E.) 

MAJOR. (shouts after him) Confound and dash it, sir, are you going to rake the flower-bed with a barrow?

MRS. SMEDLEY. William  if Dibbs raked the flower-bed a quarter of an hour ago, and there are footprints now, she must have been out.

MAJOR. Who? Ethel? Stuff and nonsense, (sits L.) Shes locked up  and she cant jump.

ETHEL. (from  her  hiding-place,  c.)  Oh,  what stories! Look!

(She takes a run, jumps and lands in the middle of the bed.)

LUCY  and  with  a  scream)  Ethel!

MRS. SMEDLEY.

(LUCY rises, goes to seat R.)

MAJOR. (speechless) Eth  ! Come here.

(ETHEL backs off bed to R.C. saying No.)

Come here!

(ETHEL comes on to bed.)

No, not that way!

(ETHEL back to R. C.)

That way!

(ETHEL comes at back of bed to L. C.)

Didnt I lock you up?

ETHEL. Did you?

(MRS. SMEDLEY sits.)

MAJOR. Did I! Did I! How did you get out? 

ETHEL. (looks at him) Why, it was so fine, and I know how anxious you are I should take exercise, so I  I went for a stroll.

MAJOR. But  how did you get out?

ETHEL. By the window.

MAJOR. (on the rustic seat) Upon my soul (shouts), upon my soul  

(ETHEL retreats round bed  comes to L. C.) Come here, come here.

(ETHEL goes to him demurely.)

Now then, are you going to marry Herbert Manners, or are you not?

ETHEL. Oh, father, its awfully good of you to let me choose.

MAJOR. (apoplectic) Let you choose  !

ETHEL. (continuing) And I am not.

MAJOR. Ha  are you aware he has come all the way from Russia to get married?

ETHEL. So he can, papa. He can get married to somebody else.

MAJOR. Are you aware he may be here at any moment?

ETHEL. Yes, father.

MAJOR. And Ive got to go and meet him at the station ETHEL. Yes, father.

MAJOR. (bursting out) Confound and dash it! Dont keep on saying Yes, father.

ETHEL. Yes, father  I mean, no, father.

MRS. SMEDLEY. Dont infuriate your father, child. 

ETHEL. NO, mamma.

MAJOR. Are you aware you are engaged to him? 

ETHEL. Oh, but a girl doesnt have to marry everybody shes engaged to. It wouldnt be nice you know.  

MRS. SMEDLEY. (approvingly) You couldnt expect that of her, William.

MAJOR. If you dont want to marry him, why did you get engaged to him?

ETHEL. Well, I dont know. I didnt think it mattered much, as he was going away. And besides, Cissie OShaughnessy and I had a bet as to which would get engaged first  and I won. (goes to c.)

(LUCY rises, comes to o at back.)

MAJOR. (struggling with his feelings) Bet?  Won? 

ETHEL. (with mild triumph) Yes. She isnt engaged yet. (thoughtfully) It isnt for want of trying, either, (up R. o.)  

(The MAJOR rises, chokes and stares wildly, and is about to speak  sits  the three women rise on tiptoe in anguish until he collapses with a grunt.)

MRS. SMEDLEY. Hsh! William! William! MAJOR, (hoarsely) All right, my dear.

(LUCY sits up R. O.)

(MRS. SMEDLEY sits R.)

MRS. SMEDLEY. (to ETHEL). Have you any decided objection to Herbert, Ethel?

ETHEL. (kneels above MRS. SMEDLEY) NO. I dont like him well enough to object to him.

(DIBBS comes on L. 2 E. with his barrow and rake, brings them down L. c.; he is dragging the barrow behind him.)  

Hes been gone a year, you see, and I dont remember him. The part I do remember I dont like.

MAJOR. Dont like  ?

ETHEL. NO. Besides I dont want to get married at all. (simply) I want to live my own life, and do good to others.

(This is too much for DIBBS, who is going. He gives an irrepressible explosive chuckle  ETHEL stares at him haughtily. MRS. SMEDLEY and LUCY look surprised.)

MAJOR. Do good to others  

(DIBBS laughs.)

Dibbs! What the devil are you laughing for? DIBBS. I wasnt laughing.

(Exit L. 2 E., another laugh off.)

MAJOR. DO good to others! You  who  how? ETHEL. I want to be a hospital nurse.

MRS. SMEDLEY. Oh, you wicked girl! Think of the poor patients.

MAJOR. Stuff and nonsense. You must have some other reason.

ETHEL. (runs to MAJOR, kneels) I dont want to leave my dear father.

MRS. SMEDLEY. YOU cant always expect to be tied to your fathers apron strings.

MAJOR. (rises, crosses to c., spluttering) Apron strings! Ap  

MRS. SMEDLEY. Hush, William.

MAJOR. (hoarsely) All right. Its a perfectly reasonable sentiment, Susan. (to ETHEL) But then partings have to happen, my girl, they are natural, and desirable  very desirable.

ETHEL. (runs to him, head on his shoulder) Well, itll take more than Mr. Manners to part us. (LUCY rises, places chair c and goes to seat R., sits)

MAJOR. Yes, yes, but I  wish it.

ETHEL. YOU have often told me we ought not to consider our own wishes, when the good of other people is concerned.

MAJOR. Fiddlesticks! I have promised. You have promised. (goes to L. c.) I (to LUCY) Get out of the way. (LUCY rises and goes up  MAJOR sits) I mean to keep my word and to see you keep yours.

ETHEL. (tragically) There is a last reason! (goes to L. c.)

MAJOR. Ah!

ETHEL. I love another.

LUCY. Ethel! (goes to MAJOR)

(Bombshell. MRS. SMEDLEY springs up. The MAJOR is on the point of an explosion, but restrains himself by a supernatural effort.)

MAJOR. Keep quiet, Susan, keep perfectly quiet! Now then, miss, who is he? Whats his name? Where does he live?

ETHEL. (with exaltation) I dont know his name, father; nor who he is; nor where he lives. Somewhere in a little blue cloud, I think  and I have never seen him.

MAJOR. (rises, foaming) Little  blue  cloud!

Little bl  What the devil do you mean? (comes to c.)

ETHEL. I mean, I feel I could love another, because I dont love Mr. Manners. (goes down L.)

MAJOR. The girls mad, stark, staring mad. (quietly) Now, look here, Im going to drive down to the station and meet Manners. When I come back I expect to see you suitably dressed, and prepared to receive him properly as your affianced husband. If you dont, Ill never speak to you again.

ETHEL. (with deep sympathy) Poor father  

MAJOR. Ill cut you off with a shilling. (shouts) And the first thing to-morrow morning Ill pack you off to your Aunt Jane in the Orkneys.

ETHEL. (alarmed) Aunt Jane? Oh, I wont go! I wont go! (sits L., kicking stage)

MAJOR. And there you shall stay, till youre in your right mind. Thats my last word; and you know me. Come along, Susan, (going up L. collides with harrow  foams, limps, goes up between bed and barrow to LUCY, who is up R. C.)

(MRS. SMEDLEY goes L. to ETHEL, kisses her and whispers, then goes up L. C. to L.)

(to LUCY) Talk to her. Give her a little common sense! (goes to R., gets his hat) She wants it.

(MAJOR turns and is going across to up L., nearly falls on bed, goes round back of it to L. C.)

Damn the garden  damn!

MRS. SMEDLEY. William!

(Exit L. 2 E.)

MAJOR. (hoarsely) I know.

(Exit L. 2 E.)

(LUCY goes to ETHEL, L. C.)

ETHEL. (as LUCY approaches her above her) Lucy  if you speak to me, Ill throw myself over the cliff, (goes to R.)

LUCY. Whats the matter, dear?

ETHEL. (sighs) Im not twenty-one.

LUCY. Oh, well, you will be soon.

ETHEL. (impatiently) Oh, youre so matter of fact. You dont see what it implies; Im always having to obey. And if I obey my father now, I shall have to obey Mr. Manners all the rest of my life. (crosses to L. c.) People live to be a hundred sometimes (sorrowfully) and Im particularly healthy. Think  think of having to obey a total stranger eighty long years! (crosses to R.) I wont do it! I wont do it! (sits on seat R.)

LUCY. (crosses to R. C.) Youll get to know each other by that time.

ETHEL. And the worst of it is, I have no excuse my father can understand. Herbert  Mr. Manners, is unobjectionable.

LUCY. (pensively) Herbert  Bertie  it is a beautiful name.

ETHEL. Hes not repulsive to look at.

LUCY. Ive only seen his photograph. That is quite lovely.

ETHEL. Hes good-tempered.

LUCY. HOW lucky for you.

ETHEL. (with a glance of suspicion at LUCY, who steps back) Well educated  

LUCY. You have shown me some of his letters. His description of how his nose was frozen in Moscow was a poem.

ETHEL. I say  Im engaged to him you know  not you.

LUCY. But you dont want to marry him.

ETHEL. Rather not. I will die first. (rises) Oh, I wish I could run away.

LUCY. Oh! where to? (goes to her)

ETHEL. TO London. Id go on the stage.

LUCY. Ethel!

ETHEL. I would. I know Portia by heart. (crosses to c.) But what can I do, I cant get to London. Ive no money. I couldnt walk it. Or bike it. (a step up L. C.) Ah! (looks off through gap up L.) Theres the river  !

LUCY. (comes to C., horrified) Oh! Youre not thinking of that!

ETHEL. (goes to LUCY) YOU silly! I mean, if I had a boat, I could drift with the tide. Wouldnt it be romantic? (swings round LUCY to down R.)

LUCY. Well (takes ETHEL to c.), look here, dear, well put our heads together to-night when Mrs. Baldwins doing our hair. Now Ill go and get you a cup of tea.

(Exit L. 2 E.)

ETHEL. (L. C., tragically) Tea! As if I could think of tea. (goes up c as LUCY disappears) Three lumps, mind, (turns up L. C., just in time to see SETONS head appearing over the edge of the cliff up R|. C.) Gives a little scream) Oh!

SETON. Oh, I say  I beg your pardon.

ETHEL. What are you doing there?

SETON. Hanging on!

ETHEL. HOW dare you! (goes up L. C. a few steps)

SETON. Well, if I didnt, I should drop.

ETHEL. Dont you know these grounds are private?

SETON. NO, I didnt. I saw the flag and I just came up to have a look.

ETHEL. DO you mean to say you climbed the face of the cliff?

SETON. Well, I havent got wings  yet.

ETHEL. This is Major Smedleys garden, and youd better go down before he catches you here.

SETON. Thank you. Fact is, its not so easy to go down as it was to come up.

ETHEL. (goes up to R. C., scornfully) Oh, if youre afraid  (moves chair R. C. to c.)

SETON. I wasnt afraid to come up.

ETHEL. (ventures to look over the railing with real concern) Oh  ! Why youre on one foot.

SETON. I know.

ETHEL. If that stone gave way!  Give me your hand! Quick!

SETON. Thanks so much.

(Helped by her he vaults lightly over the railing and jumps into the garden. Fans himself with hat  

ETHEL gets R.)

ETHEL. Oh! (goes down R., suspiciously) I dont believe you needed my help at all.

SETON. (goes down R. C.) Awfully good of you, though.

ETHEL. Well, now youre safe  

SETON. Get your flaming sword and turn me out.

ETHEL. Flaming sword  I dont know what you mean.

SETON. (hat on) This is the garden of Eden, isnt it  and you are the guardian angel.

ETHEL. (pointing down the path R.) And thats the way to the bathing machines.

SETON. (laughs) Oh, theres no hurry now.

ETHEL. Indeed there is! Youre trespassing. (crosses to L. C.)

SETON. (comes to c.) Oh come, I say. You invited me into your garden.

ETHEL. (indignant) Invited  !

SETON. Pulled me into it.

ETHEL. Good afternoon. (pretending to go)

SETON. NO  I say  dont be offended. I  Im I trying to remember who you are.

ETHEL. (returning) Why, Ive never seen you before.

SETON. Oh  surely. My names Boyne  Seton Boyne, you know. Lieutenant on the Termagant.

ETHEL. Good afternoon, Mr. Boyne. You are evidently confusing me with somebody else. (going) SETON. NO, dont go away  if  if I dont know you, Ive no doubt I know a lot of people you know. (goes to her) Wont you tell me your name?

ETHEL. Im not in the habit of talking to trespassers.  Oh!

As she is going out L. her hair catches in a rose-bush, she tries to unfasten her hair.)

SETON. Ah, there  you see  the rose is pleading for me. (he goes up to her) Let me help you.

ETHEL. Thank you. I can manage quite well for myself.

(She tries to disengage herself. SETON goes to C., watches her with mischievous triumph with his hands in his pockets.)

SETON. All right. Only now you must listen. Shall you be home to-morrow morning? Ill bring somebody who knows the Major to introduce me properly.

ETHEL. I shall not be in.

SETON. (goes to her) Yes, you will. We must meet again, you know.

ETHEL. I dont see the necessity.

SETON. (steps back) Come! I risked my life to get to see you this time.

ETHEL. Oh! You didnt even know of my existence.

SETON. Instinct  instinct (points up R. C.) pulled me up that cliff.

ETHEL. (who has totally failed to free herself, impatiently) Oh, dont you see I cant get this wretched bramble out of my hair?

SETON. (with enthusiasm) Ah  ! (a pause, while he works, holds her hand)

ETHEL. HOW clumsy you are! (withdraws her hand)

SETON. It makes me nervous. Its like having sunbeams running through your fingers.

ETHEL. (she smiles, then alarmed) Make haste! Some ones coming.

SETON. (severely) Youll be at home to-morrow morning?

ETHEL. I dont know.  No.

(SETON goes C., hands in pocket.)

SETON. I cant get the bramble out.

ETHEL. Oh yes, then! Yes, yes!

SETON. (goes to her) Promise.

ETHEL. I promise. Oh, you are a coward.

SETON. There! (frees her, she makes a face at him and runs away L. L E.)

(SETON cuts off the branch of roses, kisses it, cuts his lips.)

Oh!

(And is just going off down path R. when enter DIBBS down L.)

DIBBS. Hallo! (eyeing SETON suspiciously) Hulloa! (he turns to look down path L., and gives a suspicious whistle)

SETON. (comes to R. C., easily) Morning. So  (lamely) so there you are!

DIBBS. Ah, here I am! (alluding to flower-bed) Well, of all the  

SETON. Awful mess, isnt it?

DIBBS. (eyeing him dubiously) Ah!

SETON. I hate to see flowers trampled about like that. Ive never seen finer ones. Spose the young lady who was here just now did that.

DIBBS. (staring) Oh you do, do you? Are you staying at the house, Mister?

SETON. Er  no. Not exactly. (airily) I just dropped in. By the way  extraordinary thing  I forget the young ladys name?

DIBBS. Miss Ethel.

SETON. Of course, yes. Miss Ethel  Miss Ethel!

DIBBS. Smedley  daughter o Major Smedley, my guvernor.

SETON. Oh yes, of course. I never saw such beautiful flowers  never. Theyre a credit to you (tips DIBBS)  quite a credit to you. (another tip) I shall be here again to-morrow. We might have a chat  about flowers. Whats your name?

DIBBS. Dibbs, sir. John Dibbs.

SETON. I know. (confidentially) John Dibbs minds his own business, eh? (tip) and doesnt speak until hes spoken to, eh? (tip) (DIBBS looks off L., then at SETON and laughs) Well, good-bye for the present, John.

(Exit R. 2 E., singing Good-bye, Johnny, I must leave you. etc.)

DIBBS. (looking after him) I dont know who you are, or what your game is, and (looking at money) damme if I care. (takes barrow to c below bed) Youre a gentleman, and thats good enough for me. (rakes at flower-bed R.) And theres precious few of em about.

(Enter MRS. BALDWIN L. 2 E.)

MRS. BALDWIN. (with well-bred languor) Good hafternoon, Mr. Dibbs.

DIBBS. (hastily laying down rake, and dusting his clothes with his hand R. c.) Good afternoon, Mrs. Baldwin, I hope I see you well.

MRS. BALDWIN. (C.) Only so so, Mr. Dibbs, only so so. With one thing and another Im that worritted, I dont know whether Im on my head or my heels.

DIBBS. IS it them tenants o yours again, down to Hedge End?

MRS. BALDWIN. Dont talk about em. You know them two freehold cottages of mine?

DIBBS. (puts rake on barrow  very anxiously) You aint been losing any money, ave you?

MRS. BALDWIN. Ah! youve got a feelin heart, Mr. Dibbs. Its a pity you dont have to collect weekly rents: that would harden it.

DIBBS. (raking) That aint no work for a lady  like (takes up rake)  lady like you, Mrs. Baldwin. What you want is a man you can trust. A man with a head for business    

MRS. BALDWIN. (sits on L. of barrow o.) Ah, yes!

Captain Barley was saying the same thing only  

DIBBS. (throws rake down) Captain Barley! Him a head for business! Why hes a babe! Why, you might so well and it over to  to Miss Ethel  

MRS. BALDWIN. There! Miss Ethel! Theres another worry! And me so fond of her, Id do almost anything   

DIBBS. (picks up rake, rather sulky at the change of conversation) Whats wrong with er?

MRS. BALDWIN. First shes locked up; and then she climbs out o window, and she passed me just now with her face flushed and her air hall noow.

DIBBS. (puts rake against seat R. with a look at path R.) Ah! (clinks coins SETON gave him)

MRS. BALDWIN. (continuing) Its all along o Mr. Manners.

DIBBS. (R. C.) Crying off, aint she? (with meaning) Ah! Loves a strange thing, Mrs. Baldwin.

It comes and it goes, as the sayin is (sits on handle of harrow) And its only when a man gets pretty near into middle age you may say itll stay like.

MRS. BALDWIN. (with hands clasped in her lap and a far-away hole in her eyes) Ah! How strange! How very strange you should say that!

DIBBS. Oh? I get them deep thoughts, sometimes.

MRS. BALDWIN. And theyre almost the identical words Captain Barley was speaking the last time he was here.

DIBBS. (rises, furious) He heard me say em fust then. And I wonder ow many hes gone and repeated em to? The landlady of the Old Ship at Coastham, for one  

MRS. BALDWIN. Mrs. Porter! That yellow-haired thing!

DIBBS. Ah! and many and many of all colours and sizes, by sea and by land. Captain Barleys a very dangerous man, Mrs. Baldwin.

MRS. BALDWIN. (fluttered) Oh! It was you introduced him to me, Mr. Dibbs.

DIBBS. That was afore Id found him out. He seemed all right and quiet the first time I met him. (pause) Turned out afterwards hed got a headache that night.

MRS. BALDWIN. Im sure hes always very polite to me.

DIBBS. (darkly) Him! So he is to every woman he meets  young gells especial. Now young gells I cant abear  

(Sits on handles  sidling up to MRS. BALDWIN.)

Old gells is what I  I MRS. BALDWIN. (bridling, rising and going to L. C.) I did not come here to be insulted, Mr. Dibbs. Good hafternoon. (sweeps out L. L E.)

DIBBS. (nonplussed, crosses to L.) Look o that now! (he sits on L. of harrow, gets his pipe out, and fills it) Insulted! When I was payin er a compliment! Well!  Well!  

(Inquiring whistle heard off R. DIBBS starts and turns to look in that direction.)

Whats that?

(Whistle is repeated insistently.)

Jem Barley!

(Whistle.)

(resignedly) Jem Barley again! I know what youre after, my lad. (looking in the direction of MRS. BALDWINS exit) So thats what she came into the garden for! Well, its a good job I insulted her cos now she aint here.

(Whistle heard again, nearer. DIBBS grunts shut up in response. CAPTAIN JEM BARLEY appears R. l E. Serge suit, knotted necktie, cloth cap with peak, grey bushy beard, and grey curly hair.) CAPTAIN. What cheer, shipmate?

(He suddenly seizes the handles of the barrow and rushes DIBBS round the bed c. Goes up L. C., round back, down R. C., and finishes near chair L., singing as he goes, Here we go round the mulberry bush. etc., DIBBS expostulating angrily. CAPTAIN goes above barrow to L.)

Aint so light as you was sixty or seventy years ago, John, (sits L., mopping his face)

DIBBS. (glumly) Im fifty-seven next birthday. CAPTAIN. YOU must have been a fine child.

DIBBS. So I was. (suspicious) Why?

CAPTAIN. Must ha looked ten when you was born. Well, hows things?

DIBBS. (lights pipe, shaking his head) Very so so. Youd better clear off in case the guvnor sees you, Hes in a rare way this afternoon.

CAPTAIN. Why, you naughty boy, what ha you been doin?

DIBBS. (indignant) Me! Nothing.

CAPTAIN. Dont mind if I do.

(CAPTAIN takes DIBBSS tobacco pouch from his knees and calmly takes out pipe and fills it. DIBBS eyes him anxiously)

DIBBS. (ironically) Help yerself. Have some tobacco.

CAPTAIN. (cheerily) Thank ye, mate, I will. DIBBS. YOU have got a pipe?

CAPTAIN. Yes, found it in a railway carriage.

(Returns pouch, fumbles in breast pocket and brings out three oily black cigars, wrapped in a piece of newspaper, and hands them to DIBBS.)

Here. (rises, looks round mysteriously) Theyve never paid a farthing duty  not a farthing. (lights pipe) DIBBS. (unpleasantly, after smelling them) Well, why should they?

CAPTAIN. YOU cant buy cigars like them. They aint to be had. (smirks) A young woman gave em to me. Take them, Captain Barley, she ses, and when you smoke em, think o me. (crosses to R. C.) Ah, yes, poor little girl. (shakes his head sentimentally) DIBBS. YOU ought to be ashamed o yourself. CAPTAIN. (delighted) I cant help it; its my nature. Always was like it from a boy. Sailormen mostly are. Affelbility, thats what it is with me. No harm, too much affelbility. Why, one night at Wapping, four young women came down to my ship to see me all at the same time. My mistake  and I had to lock myself in the cabin, while the mate tried to coax em to go away.

DIBBS. (grumpily) And they went?

CAPTAIN. They went for the mate. (crosses to L.) He just managed to get ashore in time, poor chap! They stayed there for hours and the things  the beautiful loving things they called to me through the companion was a disgrace to their sex.

DIBBS. (rises) Well, why dont you go back to em?

CAPTAIN. (surprised) Eh?

DIBBS. GO back to the gell who gave you (holding out cigars) this stuff?

CAPTAIN. (surprised) Eh?

DIBBS. Or to the landlady at the Old Ship?

CAPTAIN. (surprised) Eh?

DIBBS. Why cant you leave us alone?

CAPTAIN. (amazed) What do you mean?

DIBBS. (furiously) You know very well what I mean! You pretend to come here to see me, and all the time its Mrs. Baldwins cottages as youre after!

CAPTAIN. What about you, then?

DIBBS. Me! I love her for herself alone!

CAPTAIN. Her sylph-like self. Thats won it.

(CAPTAIN executes a little jig of delight.)

DIBBS. (continuing) Afore I met you everything was going on as smooth as smooth! Take your cigars, and give em to them as wants em.

(With a superb gesture he hurls the cigars on the ground.)

CAPTAIN. (picking them up) Steady, my lad, you might crack their skins.

DIBBS. Youve been an crep into her art like a  like a maggit into a rosebud.

CAPTAIN. Youre not yourself, my lad; somethings been upsetting you.

DIBBS. DO you mean to tell me you aint been a-carrying on with Mrs. Baldwin?

CAPTAIN. Not what youd call carryin on.

DIBBS. (with withering sarcasm) Ho! And what about er wantin a man o business, eh?

CAPTAIN. Well, that dont seem very affectionate.

DIBBS. NO? And what about love only bein steady in middle age, eh?

CAPTAIN. Well, I heard you say that, and it seemed all right. Seemed wasted on you. Why, Ive said it to hundreds of girls since you said it. (patronizingly) Youre all right, my lad. (crosses to R. C.) Im in no hurry to settle down! I want to have my fling first, (sits R. on the stump)

(DIBBS gets his rake, looks at him. Then he takes up harrow deliberately, looks at him again.)

DIBBS. Well, I dont want your company, Captain.

(CAPTAIN smiles.)

Dont you come ere pretending  

(Going up L. C. to L.)

 to see me agin, a-cause I wont see you, Captain. (CAPTAIN smiles.)

(up L.) When youre tired o sitting there, you can go. Bargee!

(Exit L. 2 E.)

(CAPTAIN jumps up, stands staring after him in helpless amazement, as though hardly able to believe his ears. Goes up R. c.)

CAPTAIN. Bar  (incredulously) Bargee!

(Shakes his fist after DIBBS, moves towards up c., stops, turns, shakes his head and murmurs.)

Bargee  bar  (looking to down L.) Hullo, whos coining here, nice little thing, (gets behind bush up c.)

(Enter ETHEL L. 1 E. goes to L. C.)

ETHEL. Hes gone. I wonder which way he went? (sees BARLEYS leg) No, hes not gone. I  I  wonder.

(CAPTAIN looks through telescope, waggles it, then comes down R. C., raises his hat, says, How h are yer?)

Oh! Where did you come from? Did you come up the cliff too?

CAPTAIN. Lor no, miss. I came (pointing R.) through there. Come to see my old friend, Mr. Dibbs. (thinks better of it) Leastways, when I say friend, I brought him a parcel o cigars from Cuba. But he wont get no more out o me.

ETHEL. (crosses to R.) Oh, really, (carelessly) You didnt meet a  a  young man as you came, I suppose?

CAPTAIN. (comes down R. C., pondering) No, I cant say as I did. (pause; his admiration for ETHEL increases visibly) Nice weather were having. I only hope as this here breezell hold.

ETHEL. (with new interest in him) Are you a sailor?

CAPTAIN. Yes, miss.

ETHEL. (eagerly) A  a lieutenant?

CAPTAIN. Lieutenant, (indignant) Me! (indulgently) There  there. No, miss, Im a captain.

ETHEL. Oh, I beg your pardon.

CAPTAIN. NO offence, miss. You dont know much about sailors, I suppose.

ETHEL. NO.

CAPTAIN. No? (smiles)

ETHEL. NO, but Im  interested in them.

(BARLEY smiles.)

CAPTAIN. Hare yer?

ETHEL. Are you in the Navy?

CAPTAIN. (with magnificent contempt) Navy! (goes to c.) Lord love ye, no! Wouldnt be seen in it! Tea kettles! Not me. (goes to ETHEL) NO, Im Captain of the Heart in Hand  as pretty a craft as you ever set eyes on. Shes lyin at Coastham now, after one o the worst passages from London  

ETHEL. (with a start) From London?

CAPTAIN. Ah! (impressively) All the way from London.

ETHEL. Tell me, are you going back to London?

CAPTAIN. Ay  to-morrow or next day. Very pretty river it is here. But, lor, whats a river compared with the sea! Oho!

ETHEL. (sits on tree stump R.) I suppose that can be terrible?

CAPTAIN. Terrible? Terrible aint no word for it. Why, only last winter it took me ten days to beat up here from the Nore. All the other craft stayed in the London river. We came on. I didnt take my clothes off all that time, (he sees her watching him with open-eyed interest) I saw a schooner go down with all hands, not half a mile on our weather beam.

ETHEL. Oh, how awful!

CAPTAIN. Fortune of the sea. (sits on seat R.) We dont grumble. Ive been wrecked myself (watches her to see how much shell swallow)  five times.

ETHEL. HOW brave you must be.

CAPTAIN. (with an air of simple grandeur) No, miss, not brave. No, just dooty, just dooty.

ETHEL. And did the crews go down?

CAPTAIN. Would have, every mam jack if I hadnt  But there! I mustnt talk about that.

ETHEL. Oh! You saved their lives. Oh, how many  tell me! tell me how many!

CAPTAIN. (reluctantly) Well, I dont keep count  and its nothing to brag about. Why, first and last, I spose Ive only saved seventeen single-handed. (rubs knees with his hands)

ETHEL. Oh, fancy saying only seventeen! Youre a hero. (laying her hand on his)

CAPTAIN. (looks down at her hand, smiles, then looks towards where MRS. BALDWIN disappeared, and contemptuously  aside) Mrs. Baldwin! (snaps fingers)

ETHEL. Why did you do that?

CAPTAIN. That? (snaps fingers  confused) Me  ? Oh, thats what I think o savin lives. Tisnt heroish  its just dooty. I ad my own life saved once.

ETHEL. (sits on seat) Oh, do tell me. (smiles at him ravishingly)

CAPTAIN, (gulping) Well, I was on a barge (she looks at him)  barque  at the time in the  in the China seas. I dived off from near the top o the mainmast after the skippers child that had fallen overboard, to save it from a  a shark.

ETHEL. Oh!

CAPTAIN. Yes, and foolish-like I dropped my knife as I dived  and after I got the child I had to shout at the shark, Go away, go away, and keep divin for the knife  kept me busy, I can tell you  and after all my trouble they had to get the boat out and save me. I was never so ashamed of myself in my life.

ETHEL. Oh, but they didnt jump overboard. How grateful the father must have been to you.

CAPTAIN. We dont think much o that at sea. No. He swore at me for having to get the boat out. (rubs his knees)

ETHEL. And now youre a captain  and can swear at other people.

CAPTAIN. Often  sometimes  I mean if I want to. Yes, Master o the Heart in Hand. You ought to come down and have a look at her. Shes lying down at Coastham.

ETHEL. I should like to, but  

CAPTAIN. (jerking his thumb at the house) Wont they let you out long enough?

(ETHEL stares.)

(he goes on tentatively) Ah, govenossing aint no good  

ETHEL. (amazed) Governessing  ? Oh, but  

CAPTAIN. What?

ETHEL. (laughing) Never mind. Nothing. CAPTAIN. Well, you could see my ship at Hedge End, just below here (points off down L.) Ive got to bring her up to-morrow. Itll be lovely; there we go, bowling along between the meadows, looking at the flowers, and wishing we could stop to pick em  

ETHEL. (with desperate determination) Captain, do you take passengers?

CAPTAIN. Well  we aint fitted up for passengers, you know; but I could always accommodate a friend. We brought a young woman  same as it might be you  down  here  only three weeks ago.

ETHEL. (eagerly) A young woman? Tell me  had she a chaperon?

CAPTAIN. (wrinkling his brows) Chap of her own? Oh yes, very nice young chap he is too.

(ETHEL rises, crosses to L. C., laughing.)

What are you laughing at?

ETHEL. Nothing, nothing, Captain; would you take me if I wanted to go?

CAPTAIN. (rises) Would I take you? Why, with the greatest pleasure in life. (goes to her) ETHEL. And you wouldnt say a word about it to a living soul  on your honour?

CAPTAIN. AS a gentleman.

ETHEL. Thank you so much. Youve got such a nice face. (BARLEY smiles) Such a dear (BARLEY smiles), kind, fatherly, face. (CAPTAIN winces) Where could I find you supposing I wanted a trip at any time?

CAPTAIN. YOU ask for me at the Old Ship at Coastham. Captain James Barley my name is  

ETHEL. (hacking to L.) The Old Ship  Captain James Barley  

CAPTAIN. (spelling) B-Hay-Har-Hal-He-y.

ETHEL. Captain James Barley  I shall remember.

(Exit L. 1 E.)

CAPTAIN. (looks after her and gives a profound whistle, breaks into a scrap of hornpipe which merges into a delighted pas seul) Jemmy, my boy, youre agoing it. Wish I was five years younger. Mrs. Baldwin! Ho, yes indeed! Ill soon knock that on the head if I get half a chance.

(Enter MRS. BALDWIN L. 2 E., comes to c.)

CAPTAIN. (sings)

Ill knock my little Baldwin on the head Fol de rol.

(is going R.)

MRS. BALDWIN. (with great dignity) Captain James Barley  

CAPTAIN. Eh? (cheerily, goes to her) Hulloa  Jane! How are you, Jane?

MRS. BALDWIN. Ill thank you not to make so free with my Christian name, if you please.

CAPTAIN. Eh? Look o that, now! Why, only a week ago  

MRS. BALDWIN. Ive found you out.

CAPTAIN. Me? What ave I been doin?

MRS. BALDWIN. (goes to him) Youve been deceiving me; youve been a-carryin on  

CAPTAIN. (honestly frightened, thinking of ETHEL) Me? Who with?

MRS. BALDWIN. Many and many; by sea and by land, (goes to L. C.)

CAPTAIN. (relieved) Oh, is that all?  Dont you believe it, Jane.

MRS. BALDWIN. Only a week ago you called me your lily of the valley.

CAPTAIN. Twas but a little faded flower  

MRS. BALDWIN. And all the time you was flirting with the landlady of the Old Ship.

CAPTAIN. (seeing his chance) I know who told you that  !

MRS. BALDWIN. Never mind who told me.

CAPTAIN. Dibbs told you! John Dibbs. Hes been making up to you and blackening my character.

MRS. BALDWIN. NO! no!

CAPTAIN. Yes, he has! And now you want to pick a quarrel with me because youve taken up with him. Mrs. Baldwin, I shouldnt have thought it of you.

MRS. BALDWIN. Oh, Jem! only say it isnt true.

(Enter DIBBS up L. He stands listening.)

CAPTAIN. NO, maam If I did, you wouldnt believe me.

MRS. BALDWIN. Jem!

CAPTAIN. Dont you make so free with my Christian name, hif you please! You come and accuse an innocent man, and you wont listen to a word he has to say for himself. All right. I can bear it. If you think you can be appier with Dibbs, take Dibbs. There he is  theres an oil-painting for yer. Take him, and I wish you joy of him!

(He starts off R. DIBBS rushes after him and pulls him hack  MRS. BALDWIN sits L. weeping.)

DIBBS. Come back! Aint you ashamed of yourself. Look at what youve been and gone and done.  

CAPTAIN. (pointing to himself) Look what shes done. She calls me a flirt  and all the time shes been  There, there! I forgive her. There you are John Dibbs. Ive give her back to you. Take her (waves his arms as if sweeping her off his hands) Take care of her, and dont judge a man too harsh next time. So long. (sings)

Egypt, if you dont love me, Why do you aunt me, As now you do-o?

(Exit R. 1 E.)

(DIBBS stands looking over MRS. BALDWIN.)

MRS. BALDWIN. I aint been flirting. Oh, I aint.

DIBBS. Cant you see through him? That was only his artfulness.

MRS. BALDWIN. What?  

DIBBS. Ah! He saw youd found him out, and he wanted to  to throw a red herring in your eyes  

MRS. BALDWIN. (rising) For shame, John Dibbs. Why, he was all broke up.

DIBBS. Broke up! Him? Do you know where hes gone now? Straight to the Old Ship hes gone.

MRS. BALDWIN. TO that woman! I dont believe you, John Dibbs.

DIBBS. All right  you go and see.

MRS. BALDWIN. If I believed you   I will go!

(crosses to down R.)

DIBBS. (C. in high glee) Thats it. You go down to the Old Ship this evening  now. When hes there with the crew  and give him a bit of your mind before em all.

MRS. BALDWIN. I will. (crosses to L.) Ill put my Sunday bonnet on. She shall see Im a lady  oh!

(Exit L. 1 E.)  

DIBBS. (rubbing his hands  triumphantly) Ho-ho! Captain Barley. A pleasant evening to you, Captain Barley!

(Exit R. 1 E.)

ETHEL. (heard off L. 2 E.) NO, you shall not stop me, I will go.

(Comes on to c., followed by LUCY, who wears hat.

ETHEL carries a bag)

LUCY. But I dont understand a word youre saying.

ETHEL. I dont want you to understand. I tell you he came up the cliff, and hes coming to be introduced to father to-morrow, and Mr. Manners will be here, and the whole things impossible; so Im going with the other  (crosses to up L.)

LUCY. What other?

ETHEL. I cant stop to tell you. (at the gap up L.) Yes, theres father in the dog-cart, and theres a young man in a bowler hat at his side. Its Herbert. I wont meet him. I wont meet him. Why, he might want to kiss me. (comes down.)

LUCY. (with rapture) Oh!

ETHEL. (crosses to R.) SO, Im going  till the storm blows over. Ive left a note explaining all. Not a soul shall know where I am. Mind you write to me every day.

LUCY. But you cant go as you are.

ETHEL. There! I never thought of that! (sees the cloak MRS. SMEDLEY was at work on) Oh! Look! the very thing.

(LUCY puts it on her  ETHEL points to the hat.) And there  quick. Give me that!

(LUCY crosses to L., gets hat, comes to c.)

Got a hatpin?

(LUCY takes off her own hat and gives her the hatpin  places hat on seat R.)

LUCY. What do you look like?

ETHEL. YOU darling! Good-bye.

(Hurries off R. 1 E.)

LUCY. (down R. 1 E., calls after her) Come back! (runs up R. c., looks over railing) Come back! (comes down R. c., looking to R. 2 E.) Oh dear, oh dear, what shall I do?

(Enter eagerly from L. 2 E. HERBERT MANNERS. He dashes at LUCY, who is standing with her hack to him. Seizes her in his arms, turns her round and, crying Ethel kisses her rapturously. LUCY gives a faint scream but is helpless.)

MANNERS. By Jove! (kiss) By Jove! they said you were waiting for me at the flagstaff. (kiss) By Jove!  

LUCY. (struggling) Mr. Manners!  

MANNERS. Thats me. (kiss) Herbert! By Jove! (kiss) how youve grown. And changed! Youre ever so much prettier than your photograph. (kiss) And quite different. I shouldnt have known you (to), by Jove!

LUCY. (gets her hands on his chest and thrusts him hack) You  you dont know me.

HERBERT. (hacks to L. C.) Eh? What? By Jove  er  er  arent you Ethel?

LUCY. Im her cousin  Lucy Dallas. (arranges her hair, etc.)

HERBERT. (aghast) Well, but I say  by Jove  I made sure  

LUCY.(gently, coming down R., smoothing her ruffled hair) Oh, I dont think you did.

HERBERT. (goes to her) By Jove  I wouldnt have done it for anything if Id known. Im awfully sorry.

LUCY. (pouting) Oh!

HERBERT. I mean to say  sorry I made the mistake, you know  not sorry I   (LUCY bridles)

What I mean to say  what I should have said  

(helplessly) By Jove   (goes to L.)

LUCY. It doesnt matter. Please dont say anything more about it. (smiles quietly) It wasnt worth making a fuss about. (she arranges bracelets on right arm.)

HERBERT. (aside, admiring her) Not so sure about that  by Jove!

LUCY. I hope you had a pleasant drive.

MANNERS. (goes to her  still dazed) Yes  that is  is the Major quite well?

LUCY. (surprised) Why, he drove you, didnt he? (music)

MANNERS. Thats why Im asking. He was so funny  flogging the horse  muttering to himself  flushed fade  jerky manner  seemed to me on the verge of apoplexy.

LUCY. (looking off R.) OH dear (murmurs heard off L.) And hell be worse by and bye.

MANNERS. Eh? Worse! I say, where is Ethel?

LUCY. I dont know.

(Fearful uproar L. Enter the MAJOR, waving a sheet of notepaper  he is speechless. Behind him MRS SMEDLEY in alarm. DIBBS appears at the side R. 1 E. eating.)

MAJOR. (off) Manners!  Manners! Where the devils Manners?

MRS. SMEDLEY. William  William  do speak. What is it?

LUCY. Uncle!

MANNERS. Major  (goes to C.)

MAJOR. Ethel  

MANNERS. Whats the matter with her?

MAJOR. (after a furious struggle with himself, blurts it out) Shes bolted.

(Music f.)

(Women scream  then MANNERS, LUCY and MRS. SMEDLEY surround MAJOR, each eager to hear the news.)

CURTAIN.

(Picture up R. c. MANNERS R. of him, both looking over rail with their legs apart. MRS. SMEDLEY seated L. LUCY looking off R. 2 E. DIBBS R., looking at coins in his hand.)


ACT II.

SCENE.  The bar of the Old Ship at Coastham. On the left, facing the audience, a short oak staircase leads to a small landing, from which a door on the left opens into an upper room. At the back is a small round window. At the back, L. C., a glazed double swing door, with the words, The Old Ship, visible backwards on the glass. In front of it a large, thick mat. Then at the back c., a large redbrick fireplace, screened off on both sides by oaken settles coming out at right angles to the wall, so that it forms a delightful nook. On the smoke-blackened mantelpiece a fine collection of old china and above it the model of a ship. In the fireplace a great roaring wood fire, with an enormous black kettle singing over it. Chair and table up c. Chair down L. C. In the right corner a large circular window with small panes and red curtains. Beyond it the lights of the town are seen. A low seat runs round the window. The whole of the right wall is occupied by a circular, mahogany, pewter-topped bar, with practicable beer engines, etc. In the end of the bar, facing the audience, is a mahogany flap, giving admission to it.

In the centre of the wall, behind the bar, a door admitting to the house. The rest of the wall is covered with shelves, on which are innumerable bottles, boxes of cigars, etc., etc. Any available wall-space is covered with sporting prints, pictures of ships, etc. The ceiling is supported by heavy oak beams, and is discoloured with smoke. The floor is sanded. A stool below the bar R. Gas jet on counter up R. Two gas jets with white globes over mantelpiece.

(Music.)

(At the rise of the curtain, MRS. PORTER, the landlady, fat, forty and yellow-haired, is busy behind the bar. ALF and JACK, seamen, are drinking in the window. The settle R. is occupied by BILL, a fat sailor, and TED, on L., JOE R. C. MEN are singing a chanty and beating time with their mugs on the settle.)

CHORUS.

With a heigh heave ho, With a heigh heave ho, Oh, fare you well, My bonny young girl, For Im off to Rio Grande.

Oh, fare you well, My bonny young girl, For Im off to Rio Grande.

(MEN laugh.)

MRS. PORTER. (sharply) Thatll do. Thatll do. Less noise there!

(The MEN take no notice.)

(banging on the bar) Dye hear what I say, or must I call my usband?

JOE. Call er usband!

(MEN laugh.)

TED. All right, missis. Were ony a-tryin to drownd Bills voice.

(MEN laugh.)

BILL. Look ere, I dont want none o your remarks, and wots more I wont ave em.

TED. (rises, pacifically) All right, Bill, (comes down L. c.)

BILL. But it aint all right. You say any more things about my voice, and Ill put such a head on yer  

(JACK rises in window and looks over settle at BILL.)

TED. (very softly  sits on chair L. c.) I didnt mean drownd it, Bill, o course I know fog orns couldnt do that.

(ALL laugh.)

Wot it wants is a cork; a cork out of a pickle bottle. (ALL laugh.)

BILL. (puzzled) A cork! A cork out of a pickle  (gets up; he gives a yell and begins to shape down c., dancing about like a barrel) Put em up, you Dutchman! Put em up!

(As BILL goes down, JOE goes round to down L. TED jumps up, gets behind chair, then dodges up R. to fire, ALF and JACK come down a little.)

MRS. PORTER, (as TED responds to BILLS challenge, opens door behind bar and calls) George! George!

(Enter R., very tiny, bald and grey LANDLORD in shirt sleeves and apron. He rushes out of bar under the flap in front, and rolls up his shirt sleeves over diminutive arms  down R.)

GEORGE. NOW then! Are you goin out? Or ave I got to put you out?

(He rushes up behind BILL, who is down R., and locking his arms round his waist, tries to move him to the door. BILL advances and retreats on his adversary without paying the slightest attention to GEORGE. The other sailors take the deepest interest in the fight.)

JOE. GO it, fatty!

ALF. It out, Ted. You cant miss im.

JACK. Sit on im, Bill.

TED. (up c., pretending to be frightened) Mercy! Mercy! (he gets round table and picks BILLS mug up) Why, you aint finished your beer, Bill.

(BILL is close to TED, who strikes out and sends BILL with GEORGE flying against bar. MRS. PORTER screams. MEN roar with laughter.)  

Well, heres luck! (drinks it off while BILL is trying to get at him)

BILL. (with a roar) Ill murder you! (swings round to R. then round to L., trying to shake GEORGE off)

(TED dances up to door with BILLS beer. MEN laugh.)

MRS. PORTER. Put em outside, George, both of em. Dye hear me?

(BILL infuriated, turns to pursue TED.) GEORGE, (still clinging round BILLS waist) One at a time, my dear.

(TED is dancing at the door. BILL lurches forward, with landlord hanging to him, and with a sudden rush goes up to TED, who places mug on table. They disappear through the door.)

JOE. (going back to up R., to MRS. PORTER). Might ave let em ad their scrap out, missis.

ALF. (joining him) Might so well be at the Sailors Ome.

OMNES. Yes.

(MEN grumble.)

ALF. Cant sleep or do nothing.

(Re-enter GEORGE. He comes to bar, and leaning one elbow on it, crosses his feet and strikes attitude. As he enters he feels his muscles.)

MRS. PORTER. Ave ye got rid of em, George?

GEORGE. (contemptuously) What do you think? Next time Ill man-handle em a little bit more.

(BARLEY, TOM and AUGUSTUS appear at window R., cross to L.)

ALF. (looking out of the window)Ulloa. Heres that Capn Barley a-comin.

MRS. PORTER. (delighted) Capn Baxley! (she turns and pats her hair in glass behind bar)

GEORGE, (suddenly relaxing his attitude and scowling fiercely) Capn Barley?

JACK. Ah  an hes bringin his two chaps with im.

(Enter CAPTAIN BARLEY, TOM CODD and AUGUSTUS SMITH, the latter two in working clothes. AUGUSTUS is a raw hobbledehoy. The CAPTAIN advances to the bar. The other two stand deferentially down L. C.) CAPTAIN. (below GEORGE. Pushes in front of GEORGE; shaking hands with MRS. PORTER) And hows my lily o the valley?

MRS. PORTER. (mincingly)Ows Capn Barley this evening?

CAPTAIN. (detaining her hand) So so! (with concern) Why, what ha you done to your dear little hand?

MRS. PORTER. Only a cut.

CAPTAIN. Only a cut! (tenderly) I wish youd be more careful o yourself.

(GEORGE, who has been watching up R. C. with concentrated fury, coughs. CAPTAIN looks at him.)

MRS. PORTER. Ah well! I shall die when my time comes, I spose.

CAPTAIN. Dont die yet awhile, for my sake. (GEORGE coughs again. CAPTAIN looks at him.)

MRS. PORTER. Your sake?

CAPTAIN. Yes. I should die the day after. (to GEORGE, who coughs once more) Got a chill, aint yer? (to MRS. PORTER) Here! Ive got something to tell you.

(MRS. PORTER leans over bar. CAPTAIN whispers close to her ear. Her face is suffused with mirth. She has intermittent giggles. Then she flicks at CAPTAIN with a towel. TOM and AUGUSTUS lurch against each other and grin.)

TOM. (L. C. aside to AUGUSTUS) Aint he a dawg? AUGUSTUS, (L.) Wish ed think o us! (wipes his lips with back of hand)

GEORGE. (who can bear it no longer, taps CAPTAIN on shoulder three times; to CAPTAIN) Might I ask what youve been a-sayin to my wife?

CAPTAIN. (to MRS. PORTER) Shall I tell him? MRS. PORTER. The idea! Certainly not. (flicks at CAPTAIN.)

CAPTAIN. The idea! Certainly not. (pushes GEORGE up R. C.) Whats it to be, Tom?

TOM. Ill ave a pint o ale, please, Capn.

(CAPTAIN looks inquiringly at AUGUSTUS.) AUGUSTUS. Pint o ale, please, Captain.

CAPTAIN. (to MRS. PORTER) TWO pints, glass o bitter, (puts doum sixpence)

(While MRS. PORTER is drawing the beer, GEORGE comes down in front of CAPTAIN and taps him two or three times.)

GEORGE. (truculently) I want a word with you, Capn Barley.

(With his left hand CAPTAIN gently pushes him aside so that he gets in front of TOM, who pushes GEORGE SO that he goes to the CAPTAIN, who pushes him to TOM, who pushes GEORGE above him to behind him. AUGUSTUS is about to do the same, but GEORGE glares at him. GEORGE goes to L. C. and up to R. C. CAPTAIN hands mug to TOM, who goes up stage to down L. Then to AUGUSTUS, who crosses to down R. TOM and AUGUSTUS say, Thank yer, sir.)

CAPTAIN. (to them) Wet sail!

TOM. and Wet sail, guvnor.

AUGUSTUS.

(ALL drink.)

CAPTAIN. I say! (to MRS. PORTER) Whats the matter with the ale?

MRS. PORTER. Eh? (takes proffered glass and sips) What is the matter with it?

CAPTAIN. (takes back the glass and drinks) Nothing, now youve sweetened it.

(MRS. PORTER flicks at him again. AUGUSTUS sits on bar R.)

GEORGE. (behind CAPTAIN, furious) Here, I say! CAPTAIN. (turning to him) And what do you say, Georgie? (pushes GEORGE up R. C. and crosses to L.; sits)

AUGUSTUS.  (ogling MRS. PORTER) I think mine ud be the better for a little sweetening.

MRS. PORTER. (takes his mug) Why, whats the matter with it? (hands to her husband) Taste this, George.

GEORGE. (taking a good taste) (ALL the men show amused interest. JOE down c a little, ALF is asleep in window. JACK comes to L. of JOE) I cant see nothing the matter with it. Try that beer, Joe. (hands it to JOE, C., and goes up R. c.)

AUGUSTUS. Never mind, Joe. Perhaps its my mouth thats wrong. Dont trouble, Joe.

JOE. (drinking off beer) I cant see nothing the matter with it. You dont know good beer when youve got it, mate.

(MEN laugh. TED and BILL heard off R., singing softly at first and louder as they come to door c. They sing  )

When you are going to London Town, Heigh ho, blow the men down, To see the Queen with a golden crown, Heigh oh, blow the men down.

(AUGUSTUS, crestfallen, shows empty mug to CAPTAIN and puts it on to bar.)

CAPTAIN. Ah! You drink too fast, my lad!

(ALL laugh. CAPTAIN crosses to bar down R.)

(Re-enter BILL and TED with arms lovingly entwined round each others necks. BILL is R. of TED. They have got to the end of third line for second time when they reach c of stage. They finish Golden Crown with a shriek which annoys landlord considerably.)

GEORGE. (R. C., firing up) Now then! Outside! TED. Its all right. Bill and me, were like brothers now.

BILL. YUSS (in explanation) Ted met a chap wot owed im arf a dollar. (both go to bar)

TED. YUS. TWO pots, missis, (places money on bar)

(MRS. PORTER draws the ale.)

BILL. Going to Hedge End, Capn?

CAPTAIN. Aye  to-morrow morning.

TED. (handing beer to BILL) Heres luck.

BILL. Same to you, matey.

(They drink.)

(The swing doors at back open and ETHEL is seen peeping in. She disappears.)

(JOE sits on table, strikes up a sailors hornpipe on a concertina.)

TED. GO it, Joe! Shake a leg, Billy.

BILL. Im willing.

(Puts his glass on bar. Gets to down R. c and dances. The others are absorbed in his dance and beat time with their hands and feet.)

MRS. PORTER. JACK. AUGUSTUS. GEORGE. 

TED.  JOE. TOM.

BILL.CAPTAIN.

(TOM makes GEORGE waltz with him, then TOM gets c. JACK and AUGUSTUS waltz together.)

(Meanwhile ETHEL once more peeps in. GEORGE, who is extreme left, catches sight of her, hurries up to the door, opens it wide and is seen talking with her. With evident delight he shows her CAPTAIN BARLEY, who is lolling over the bar talking to MRS. PORTER. He persuades ETHEL to come in and she enters timidly; the swing-doors close after her. She follows GEORGE to down L.; she carries small bag.)

GEORGE. (shouting mischievously) Stop it! Stop it, dye hear. Heres a young lady.

MEN. A young lady!

(Music stops.)

GEORGE. Wants to see Capn Barley.

MRS. PORTER. A young lady!

(ALL stop dancing and turn to look at ETHEL, who is down L., rather abashed; MEN group close together with great admiration.)

CAPTAIN. Eh? Wants me? Who? (sees ETHEL, raises his cap) God bless me! (crosses to her hastily) Good evening, miss.

GEORGE.

MRS. PORTER. BILL.

JACK. TOM. AUGUSTUS. CAPTAIN. TED. JOE.  ETHEL.

(GEORGE goes up L. to c. MRS. PORTER sniffs as she watches CAPTAINS attentive attitude, and stands on a stool to be able to see.)

ETHEL. YOU said I could come here, you know. CAPTAIN. SO I did, miss. So I (MEN snigger. CAPTAIN glares at them; they look serious.)

(to TOM) Here, Tom.

TOM. Aye, sir. (pushes through men to CAPTAIN)

CAPTAIN. Stand those chaps  (getting money out)

(MEN smack their lips.)

Stand those chaps a drink. (gives money) And keep them quiet.

TOM. Thank ee, sir.

(TOM is dashing up c., as if to go out. The MEN at once surround TOM, saying, Here! Come bade! and they proceed to the top end of the bar shouting, Missus, missus!)

CAPTAIN. Silence! Belay there. Now, miss. (MRS. PORTER goes to lower end of bar.)

ETHEL. I  I  you said I might have a trip in your ship any time I liked.

(MRS. PORTER is keenly watching CAPTAIN. GEORGE looks on with every sympton of delight, dusts pot up c., listens.)

CAPTAIN. SO I did, miss  and so you can.

MEN. (pleading) Missus  missus.

(MEN go down.)

MRS. PORTER. (down R.) All right. (goes up, MEN follow her.)

ETHEL. And you are going to London?

(MRS. PORTER is down R.)

CAPTAIN. TO London town. Thats right. ETHEL. What is the fare, Captain Barley?

 (MEN growl.)

What is the fare?

CAPTAIN. Fare, miss? Nothing.

MEN. (annoyed) Missus! (some whistle)

MRS. PORTER. Wait a bit  wait a bit.

CAPTAIN. When youve finished warbling  

(MRS. PORTER is about to draw three quarts, then puts them down under counter.)

TED. Aye, aye, sir.

CAPTAIN. Stow that flute.

(ETHEL is startled.)

CAPTAIN. Were not licensed to carry passengers, you know. (tenderly) They have to come as our  friends.  

ETHEL. Oh, but  

CAPTAIN. (hastily) And very pleased we are to have em, miss.

(MRS. PORTER skittishly throws a piece of sugar at the Captain. He winces, but takes no notice. MEN laugh.)

MEN. (angry) Missis!

MRS. PORTER. (gets pots). All right! All right! MEN. Taint all right, its all wrong.

ETHEL. And youll go straight to London? CAPTAIN. Weve got to go to Hedge End first.

ETHEL. (alarmed) Oh, but Hedge End is so near! (stops)

CAPTAIN, (with enjoyment) Dont they know youre coming! Well, you can keep in the  um  saloon.

(MRS. PORTER throws another piece of sugar. Surprise of ETHEL and disgust of CAPTAIN.)

Youll be as safe as houses.

ETHEL. Oh, Im sure I shall be safe under your care. Even if there are storms.

(MEN come lower down.)

TED. Are we to have that beer?

TOM. Or are we not?

MRS. PORTER. Dont you see Im busy? (Turns away)

(MEN go up grumbling.)

TOM. Busy! Lets go to the Peal o Bells.

JACK. Lets go somewhere else.

JOE. What a place.

TED. YUS.

BILL. Come on.

(They all five go up. AUGUSTUS goes up into window. JACK, JOE and BILL exeunt c. TOM and TED go to bar. TOM tosses coin.)

(MRS. PORTER throws a third piece hard. CAPTAIN picks it up and walks to bar.)

CAPTAIN. (with great dignity) I think you dropped this piece o sugar, Mrs. Porter? (goes to R. c.)

MRS. PORTER. (tossing her head) Ho! Theres two more pieces you can pick up.

(MEN snigger. CAPTAIN glares at them, they look vacant.)

TOM. (sweetly) Missis!  

MRS. PORTER. (sternly) Less noise, please. (to CAPTAIN, suavely but loudly) Captain Barley, wouldnt your grand-daughter like to sit down?

(MEN snigger. CAPTAIN glares. With a flourish c. GEORGE offers her a chair c., which he gets from L.)

ETHEL. (to him, sweetly) Thank you. (sits) (CAPTAIN pushes GEORGE up c.)

CAPTAIN. (to ETHEL) We shall be ready for you to-morrow morning at half-past eight.

(GEORGE picks up sugar and eats it up L. C.)

(MRS. PORTER is viciously wiping glasses and watching them.)

ETHEL. (alarmed) Oh! But what am I to do to-night?

CAPTAIN. (amazed) To-night?

AUGUSTUS.

MRS. PORTER. TED.  GEORGE.

TOM.  CAPTAIN.

ETHEL.

ETHEL. (drawing him down to her by his sleeve)

You see  Ive run away  (at his amazed movement she nods) m! and I cant go back.

CAPTAIN. Well, Im  never  youre the right sort of sailors lass, so you are. I tell you what  

(CAPTAIN bends down to whisper. MRS. PORTER rattles mugs together. He glares at MRS. PORTER, then bends down again. MRS. PORTER repeats rattle.)

You must sleep on board.

ETHEL. Oh! Can I?

CAPTAIN. Ill have the cabin put ship-shape for you. (calls) Augustus  Augustus.

AUGUSTUS. (advancing eagerly down R.) Yes, sir. CAPTAIN. (quietly to him) This young lady  

(CAPTAIN, seeing MRS. PORTER listening, goes behind AUGUSTUS to R., AUGUSTUS follows him round. CAPTAIN goes to speak to AUGUSTUS L., and finds him on his R.)

This young ladys coming for a trip with us. (AUGUSTUS sniggers. CAPTAIN glares at him.)

Go aboard and shift my things to the focsle along of your own. Ill have your bunk.

AUGUSTUS. Thank ee, sir. And wherem I to sleep, sir?

CAPTAIN. (carelessly) I dont know. Anywhere you like. Here  take the young ladys bag. (AUGUSTUS, his eyes riveted on ETHEL, crosses in front to L. and stands looking at her.)

ETHEL. Im afraid Im giving a lot of trouble. CAPTAIN. (kindly patting her shoulder) Not a bit, miss, not a bit.

MRS. PORTER, (shrilly) Captain Bar-ley! Captain Bar-ley!

CAPTAIN, (turning with impatient annoyance) Yes, maam?

MRS. PORTER, (archly) Im a-looking at you! (CAPTAIN stares other haughtily, then turns to ETHEL.)

CAPTAIN. Poor thing! Shes a bit  (taps his forehead.)

(SETON opens the swing doors and enters excitedly. When he sees ETHEL he expresses I thought so in pantomime, and quickly gets out of sight under the stairs.)

(AUGUSTUS is still lost in admiration of ETHEL. Sighs.)

Now then, mooney.

(AUGUSTUS starts.)

What are you waiting there for? Get aboard.

AUGUSTUS. All right, sir. I was just a-goin.

(Exit AUGUSTUS with hag c.)

CAPTAIN. (to ETHEL) Praps youd like a cup of tea while were getting your berth ready.

(GEORGE crosses at hack of bar.)

(confidentially) Better keep out o sight y know. (pointing upstairs) Theres a sort of little coffee-room up there.

ETHEL. Thank you. (rising, goes to L. a step) CAPTAIN, (moves chair to staircase  calling) Here, George  George  jest light the gas in the Captains Room, will you? (talks to ETHEL L. C.)

GEORGE. Yes, sir.

CAPTAIN. (to ETHEL) Hope youre a good sailor. GEORGE. (lights candle at bar: to MRS. PORTER) Handsome girl, aint she?

MRS. PORTER. (furiously) You wait till I talk to you!

GEORGE. (crosses to ETHEL) This way, miss. CAPTAIN. Ill come up in a minute. Youll be quite safe.

(GEORGE goes upstairs and opens door at top of stairs. ETHEL follows GEORGE upstairs.  CAPTAIN watches her. Then sits cross-legged and smilingly combs his heard. ETHEL has gone into room. GEORGE snaps his fingers to MRS. PORTER, who looks up. GEORGE then points into room, then down at CAPTAIN, waggles his hand at MRS. PORTER, then exit, closing door)

TOM. TWO pots, missus.

(Exit MRS. PORTER.)

This is a bit of all right.

TED. Wots the good of us kicking up our eels ere?

TOM. Come on to the Peal o Bells.

TED. Come on, then. (He and TOM go up to door c., grumbling)

(TED has TOM by the arm.)

CAPTAIN. (rises, crosses to R. C.) Tom!

TOM. Aye, aye, sir. (disengages himself from Ted and comes to him; to TED)Arf a mo. (to CAPTAIN) Yes, sir.

(Exit TED to R. SETON comes out of his hiding-place and hears the following.)

CAPTAIN, (R. C.) Did you enjoy them drinks? TOM. (C.) Couldnt get em, Captain.

CAPTAIN. Oh! Then give me back that arf dollar.

TOM. Oh, Captain. (hands it to him sulkily) CAPTAIN. Thatll do, my man. (crosses to L.) You speak when youre spoken to. (gets on stairs) Go down to the ship and lend Augustus a hand.

TOM. (grumbling) Aye, aye, sir.

(CAPTAIN goes upstairs, singing.)

CAPTAIN. Just one girl, just one girl, Id be happy for ever with  Hullo!

(And closes door. ALF who has been asleep on seat in window snores. TOM glares up R., then turns left trouser pocket out; then right pocket. ALF loud snore.)

TOM. Shut up.

(SETON goes to L. of TOM and seizes his arm. TOM starts. Following scene is spoken quietly.)

SETON. (excitedly) Whats that young lady doing here?

TOM. (C., surlily) Wot young lady?

SETON. (L. C.) Youve lost half a crown, havent you?

TOM. YUS.

SETON. Well, Ive found it. (gives him coin) Now, then?

TOM. Shes coming for a trip with us. (smiles) Ho! ho!

SETON. (amazed) Trip? Where?

TOM. TO London.

SETON. (gives an astonished whistle) Phew! What sort of a craft is it?

TOM. Barge.

SETON. A barge! Great Scott! (crosses in front to R.)

(TOM makes for the door.)

Look here! Hi!

(TOM stops.)

Can I come too?

TOM. You? Likely. There aint no room. We shall be like herrings in a barrel as it is.

SETON. I dont want much room.

TOM. No, but I do. Besides, the skipper wouldnt have you. (is going, gets to the door)

SETON. Here! Come here!

(TOM stops.)

Come here!

(TOM comes down slowly.)

You desert and Ill ship in your place. See?

TOM. (honest indignation) Eh? What dye take me for?

SETON. (confidentially) Come now, how much do you want?

TOM. Its no good. (loudly) I aint going  

SETON. Hush!

TOM.  To lose my berth to please you.

SETON. You wont lose your berth. You tell the skipper youre ill.

TOM. Ill! He wouldnt believe me.

SETON. Yes he will if you howl loud enough. 

TOM. Owl?

SETON. Yes. Come, if youll do what I tell you (looks to R.), Ill give you a fiver.

TOM. (staring) A fi-pun note?

SETON. A five-pound note.

TOM. (examining him) On a barge in them clothes? You look a lot like a honest ard working man, dont you?

SETON. Come on. (takes TOMS arm, turns up L.) Ill go and get some old clothes at the slop shop next door. Come on. (going up.)

TOM. (struggling) Yes, but look ere! Wot ave I got to do?

SETON. Ill tell you as we go along.

(SETON drags TOM reluctantly out c to L. GEORGE comes out of the upper room; comes downstairs singing  )

GEORGE, Id choose to be a daisy If I could be a flower, My petals closing softly At twilights silent hour.

(Crosses stage with a dancing step, rubbing his hands, and disappears through the flap of the bar and into the room behind. ALF in window, snores. He has Ascarcely disappeared when CAPTAIN BARLEY issues from the upper room, and leaning over the railing of the gallery calls  )

CAPTAIN. Mrs. Porter! Mrs. Porter! (No answer.)

ETHELS voice (within) Oh, never mind, Captain. I can get on quite well without tea.

CAPTAIN. (turning towards door of room, which is still open) When I give an order, its got to be seen to. (he comes down the stairs, shouts) Mrs. Porter! (and across to the bar. He hammers on the bar with a coin Mrs. Porter!

MRS. PORTER issues from the room behind the bar She is at her stateliest.)

MRS. PORTER. Was it you making that noise? CAPTAIN, (with great dignity) I ordered some tea. MRS. PORTER. (with more dignity) Ye-es! CAPTAIN. Well, it hasnt come.

MRS. PORTER. NO-O?

CAPTAIN. NO.

MRS. PORTER. Have you rang the bell? CAPTAIN. Yes. Hover and hover again.

MRS. PORTER. I dont think its much good ringing that bell. Its broke.

CAPTAIN, (squirming with rage) Then why didnt you say so? Can I have tea, or can I not?

MRS. PORTER, (indifferently) I expect the fires out. Still, Ill see what can be done. I daresay the pore young thing ud be glad of a cup. Has she come far?

CAPTAIN, (fiercely) Yes, she has.

MRS. PORTER. Dear me! (suggestively) Well, well, I wonder!

(Hoarse cries heard off at back. CAPTAIN turns to look.) Whats the matter?

(Renewed cries from TOM, who lurches against door.

He gets half through the door.)

(SETON follows. He now has on a patched jersey, a broken peaked cap, and huge sea-boots, and his hair is untidy. He carries his own clothes in a parcel. ALF comes out of window.)

CAPTAIN. I dont know.

MRS. PORTER. (quickly) I cant ave that be- aviour ere, Captain Barley. It aint respectable. Im very particular about this house.

(TOM howls: against settle up L.C.)

CAPTAIN. (shouts) Tom!

TOM. (groans) Oh! Oh! Oh!

MRS. PORTER. (threateningly) Ill set George to him. George, George, etc.

(Exit behind bar.)

SETON. (aside to TOM) Keep it up.

CAPTAIN. What are you behaving like that for, eh?

TOM. (with his hand to his stomach) I  I dont know, Capn. One of my old attacks, I think, wot I used to ave years ago. Dont take no notice, (flings his arms out wildly as he crosses in front of CAPTAIN to bar, nearly knocks BARLEY over, scoops mug off counter and falls on bar.)

GEORGE. (bursting in under flap, furiously) Now then! Outside, (picks mug up)

(CAPTAIN brings chair from up c., places it behind TOM.)

TOM. Dont take no notice. I shall be all right after Ive laid up for a few days. Dont you mind me. (kicks out, knocks chair over. ALL start) I shall be laid up.

CAPTAIN. Laid up?

TOM. Yes. It always takes about a week, (howls) Oh, oh, oh!

(Falls into CAPTAINS arms. The CAPTAIN lifts him into chair c with great difficulty and help of ALP and GEORGE. SETON places chair.)

CAPTAIN. (leans against bar, breathing hard) Youd better rest a few minutes.

(GEORGE R. and ALP L. close in and watch TOM with keen interest.)

TOM. (seated c.)Ome omes the only place when Im like this.

CAPTAIN. Home? (with alarm) What about the barge?

TOM. Well  I (howls) Oh! (bends down)

ALF. (L. C., lifts TOMS eyelid up) I dont think theres much the matter with him.

GEORGE. Hell be all right in a moment.

(TOM kicks out vigorously, and catches ALF with one heel and GEORGE with the other.)

(ALL start. GEORGE falls R., ALF.L. GEORGE crawls under flap and his head is seen looking over bar. ALP crawls up stage.)

ALP. (ruefully rubbing his shin) Does kicking ease you a bit, mate?

(Exit C.)

CAPTAIN. (crosses to down L., scratching his head, nonplussed) Heres a go! My word, heres a go!

SETON. (down to L. C., touching his cap) Im wanting to get to London, sir, and Id be pleased to work my way.

CAPTAIN. (suspiciously) You? Where the devil do you come from?

SETON. Missed my ship  the Stargazer  last night.

TOM. (gasping) Hes all right, sir. Ive known im for years.

(CAPTAIN goes round in front of SETON to R. of him.)

CAPTAIN. (deliberating) Have you sailed a barge before?

SETON. (respectfully) I was brought up on one, so to speak, sir.

CAPTAIN. (with an air of making a great concession) Well, if Tom aint no better  by the time we sail  (TOM howls, goes to bar. CAPTAIN to SETON) Struth, he is bad  you can work your way to London if you like.

SETON. Thankee, sir, much obliged, sir.

(Enter AUGUSTUS C.)

AUGUSTUS. Hist! Hist! Capn! Capn.

CAPTAIN. Well? (goes up to door L. AUGUSTUS lakes him apart and whispers to him)

TOM. Hist! Hist! (to SETON, who crosses to him  in a hoarse whisper) Wot about that fiver, Mister.

RETON. Sit tight, were not through yet.

CAPTAIN. (goes down L. C., evidently disturbed) Ive got to go down to the ship. By the way, whats your name?

SETON. (C.) Stubbs, sir. Bill Stubbs, sir.

CAPTAIN. (takes SETON down c.) Well, look here, Bill Stubbs, Augustus says theres a middle-aged party been down to the barge inquiring arter me  in case she comes up here tell her Ive gone away, and theres no knowing when I shall be back.

SETON. Ay, ay, Captain!

CAPTAIN. Shes a bit wrong in er ead. Might try and give the idea  to people as didnt know me  that  that there was something between us  

TOM. (forgetting himself and tapping his nose) Oh, Capn, Capn!

CAPTAIN. (furious, crosses to TOM) What dye mean? (SETON goes up and down to L.) What are you tapping that fat nose o yourn at me for? (doubles fist and advances upon him)

TOM. The pains flew up there  ow!

(CAPTAIN looks at him suspiciously  then makes for the door.)

CAPTAIN. Yes, I wonder. Back soon. Oh! (comes back, down L.  to SETON, slyly and with one eye on TOM) Theres a young lady (pointing to coffee-room up there. (TOM starts to laugh and turns it swiftly into a howl) Shes coming for a trip with us. (CAPTAIN glares at TOM) Ive ordered tea for her. See that she gets it, and  keep an eye on her  keep an eye on her.

SETON. Ay, ay, sir. (touches his cap)

(TOM begins a deep laugh and turns it into a groan.)

CAPTAIN. (eyeing him sharply) Ive a damn good mind  

AUGUSTUS. Captain, Captain. (in a thrilling whisper) I seed her under the next lamp-post.

CAPTAIN. Who?

AUGUSTUS. The stout party who was after you.

CAPTAIN. Great Scott! Its Egypt.

(Darts out. AUGUSTUS goes to window. SETON sits L)

TOM. (crosses to SETON) Oh! Hes a wonder, he is  lively! Livelys no name for him! Now wot about that fiver!

SETON. What?

TOM. That fiver.

SETON. Here you are. (gives note.)

TOM. (goes to bar) Hooray! On the blooming bust for a month!

(Enter MRS. BALDWIN C., gets stuck in the door) (SETON rises, goes down L.)

MRS. BALDWIN. I beg pardon.

SETON. Hallo!

TOM. (R.) Look whats blown in!

MRS. BALDWIN. I beg pardon, but have you seen a gentleman by the name of Captain Barley?

TOM. (goes up R. to door) Hes just gone, maam.

MRS. BALDWIN. Gone? Oh dear! and my poor legs not what they was!

TOM. (leads her down R.) Come inside and rest, maam. There now! Did ems, did ems!

MRS. BALDWIN. (sits C.) Wheres he gone?

(SETON goes to her L. mysteriously.)

SETON. He didnt leave word, maam (mysteriously) He went off in a bit of a urry, and he ses, ses he, Billy, he ses, if I aint back at igh water, take the ship out yourself.

MRS. BALDWIN. Oh dear, dear! Did he look desperate?

SETON. (steps back L.) Ah! What do you think, Tom?

TOM. Ah, didnt he? (lights his pipe)

MRS. BALDWIN. (in great distress) I knew it! (rises, goes to TOM  whispers) The landlady? Mrs. Porter? Where is she?

TOM. (leaning on bar) Was ere a minute ago.

MRS. BALDWIN. (whispers suspiciously) Has she gone with him?

TOM. Lor, no mum. (pointing R.) Shes in there.

MRS. BALDWIN. I was sure of it. Did they  did they seem to be  well, you know what I mean  was he payin her compliments?

TOM. Last I saw of em they was avin words.

MRS. BALDWIN. Oh, how Ive wronged him! (sits c.) Oh, how Ive wronged him!

SETON. (goes to her) Anything the matter, maam?

MRS. BALDWIN. (mincingly) Only a misunderstanding. But misunderstandings between them as loves  There  youve only got to read the papers to see what they leads to. And I wanted to explain  

SETON. Can I give him a message?

MRS. BALDWIN. Youre a nice, kind young man, Im sure.

TOM. (comes to c.) So am I, lady, (grins)

MRS. BALDWIN. Yes; when you see him tell him I take it all back.

SETON. Take what back, maam?

MRS. BALDWIN. What  what I called him. (looking at SETON)

TOM. (goes to her) What did you call him, maam?

MRS. BALDWIN, (smilingly turns to TOM and retreats with fright when she sees his face  bashfully)

Oh, I dont know as I could  There! I called him a  a flirt!

(TOM goes down R., SETON down L., laughing)

TOM. What! Capn Barley! Oh, maam, ow could you? (leans against bar)

MRS. BALDWIN. (furious) Its all John Dibbss doing  

SETON. (starting  aside) John Dibbs  hulloa!

MRS. BALDWIN. And with the other trouble comm on the top of it  

SETON. (turns to her  anxiously) What other trouble?

MRS. BALDWIN. Why, our Miss Ethel running away  

SETON. (goes to her, mastering himself) Who  who are you, maam?

MRS. BALDWIN. Baldwin my name is. Im housekeeper up to Major Smedleys.

(AUGUSTUS is suddenly all attention and comes out of the window unnoticed, exclaiming)

AUGUSTUS. Smedley!

(Rain ready.)

MRS. BALDWIN. And Miss Ethels run away, poor thing; and theyre all hunting for her, and, oh dear! dear!

AUGUSTUS. (coming forward with one flourish down it c.) That must be the Capns young lady!

(SETON up L. and TOM up R. signal furiously to AUGUSTUS to hold his tongue.)

MRS. BALDWIN. (rises) What?

AUGUSTUS. Ah! Her wots coming on a trip with us. (TOM kicks him) Her name is Smedley..I seed it on er bag.

TOM. Youve been drinking!

AUGUSTUS. I know whos been drinking. Why, Ive just finished getting er bunk ready for her. TOM throws cloth at him) What yer doing? Capn Barley was most particular.

MRS. BALDWIN. (going off into hysterics) What! Oh! Oh! (alls into SETONS arm, who is L.)

SETON. (to TOM) Take that young fool outside  and kick him.

(Rain.)

(TOM takes AUGUSTUS by the collar and seat and thrusts him out c., going out with him. AUGUSTUS howls and kicks. Exit to R.)

SETON. (Goes down stage to R. with MRS. BALDWIN in his arms) What the devil am I to do with this?

(Puts her in chair and gets L.)

MRS. BALDWIN. (reviving) Oh! Oh! And Miss Ethel whom I nussed before I could walk  I mean, she could walk, (fiercely) Ill go to the Major and get the police, (goes up L.)

SETON. (hastily, seizes her arm, on her R.) Wait a minute! Wait a minute! That wont do. Listen. Trust in me. (brings her down)

MRS. BALDWIN. I dont trust nobody never no more.

SETON. We must avoid scandal. Think of the Majors feelings.

MRS. BALDWIN. (crosses to R., he follows her) Think of my feelings. (looking at him) And who are you, pray?  

SETON. Im  Im the mate and I happen to know all about it. I met Dibbs, you know. Dibbs told me why Miss Ethel had bolted.

MRS, BALDWIN. With Captain Barley!

SETON. With Capt  eh? (bursts into laughter  goes to L. MRS. BALDWIN goes up to window annoyed  SETON, with a new idea) By George! Shed make a damn good chaperon, and if I dont get her away somehow shell spoil the whole show. I say! (MRS. BALDWIN comes down) Ive an idea. Ill conceal you on the barge. When she comes on board, you pop up and claim her. Think of the gratitude of the family!

MRS. BALDWIN. Oh, I cant!

SETON. (solemnly) Very well, then youll lose her. (goes to her) Nobody knows where she is now. I think shes coming aboard to-morrow at Hedge End. But Im not sure. Theyre so artful!

MRS. BALDWIN. Ah-ah!

SETON. (hurriedly) Its the only way. Trust me. (gets R. of MRS. BALDWIN and tries to force her up C., she turns to him) Youll be all right. Think of Captain Barleys face when you rise up out of the hold. Only think of his face! (tries to force her up C., she turns to him)

MRS. BALDWIN. But  but  

SETON. Thats all right, (tries to force her up C., she turns to him) Ill make you a comfortable shakedown in the hold. Youll sleep like a top; and when the right moment comes, Ill give three knocks (stamps on stage) One! two! three! Then up you come.

Think of the gratitude  

MRS. BALDWIN. Its Captain Barley Im thinking of. (goes to L.)

(Re-enter TOM, comes down c.)

SETON. Thats right. You think of his face. Think of him. Think of her. Think of them! Here, Tom, this ladys going to be stowed away in the hold. Make her snug  see? (gives him another tip)

TOM. Theres room for a dozen more at the same price.

SETON. Take her along  and keep Augustus out of the way.

TOM. Come along, mum.

SETON. (to MRS. BALDWIN, who is being led away by TOM) Dont you be alarmed. You trust in me. I shall be looking after you, and when I give three knocks  

MRS. BALDWIN, (at door, wailing) Oh, Jem! Jem!

SETON. Thats it! Think of his face.

(Rain)

(Exeunt MRS. BALDWIN and TOM C. to L.)

(Sits c., laughs, wiping his brow) Phew! Now, Miss Ethel! (he takes a matchbox off the bar and throws it at the door upstairs)  

(ETHEL appears.)

ETHEL. Did any one knock? (she comes out on to the landing)

SETON. (R. C., very politely in rough voice) Good evening, Miss Smedley.

ETHEL. (anxiously, leaning over the balustrade and examining him) Who are you?

SETON. (touching his cap) Bill Stubbs, miss  first mate aboard Captain Barleys  liner  Im  

ETHEL. (interrupting him) What do you want?

SETON. I was told to keep a heye on you.

ETHEL. (amazed and frightened) To keep a heye on me?

SETON. (nods) Capns orders, miss.

ETHEL. (coming anxiously down a few steps) I know your voice  youre  

SETON. Bill Stubbs, miss.

ETHEL. (comes further down) Youre  (comes to him) youre Lieutenant Boyne.

SETON. Bill Stubbs, miss.

(Rain stops.)

ETHEL. Why  what  you were dressed differently this afternoon.

SETON. Sunday clothes, miss.

ETHEL. And you spoke differently.

SETON. Did I, miss. Perhaps that was through living up to the clothes.

ETHEL. (puzzled) What does it mean? (with a little anxious cry) Oh! (miserably) You were lying this afternoon.

SETON. NO, miss.

ETHEL. (goes to him  joyfully) No?

SETON. NO!

ETHEL. (impatiently retreats) But how could you be a Lieutenant in the Navy this afternoon, and now  a  what you are?

SETON. (touching his cap) For the purpose of keeping a heye on you  miss.

ETHEL. Oh! youve followed me through the town!

SETON. Yes, miss.

ETHEL. And you mean to follow me to London?

SETON. Yes, miss. (goes to her)

ETHEL. (goes to L. haughtily) Indeed! Well, I shall tell Captain Barley not to take you. I have no doubt you are a common sailor  

SETON. (humbly, with fingers to cap) Yes, miss.

ETHEL. But there are common sailors I like better. You may go now. (crosses in front to R.)

SETON. (L.) But what about our bargain, miss?

ETHEL. (R., haughtily) Bargain?

SETON. I was to come to-morrow morning to be introduced to Major Smedley.

ETHEL. That was Lieutenant Boyne, not Bill Stubbs.

SETON. Dear, dear, then I shall have to go and introduce myself, (going up L.)

ETHEL. (sharply and quickly) And tell my father where I am?

SETON. I dare say hed like to know.

ETHEL. YOU horrid, overbearing  how dare you talk to me like this? How dare you follow me?

SETON (coming toe.) I only happened to be a-going the same way, miss. Quite by chance I appened to meet John Dibbs and he told me youd bolted.

(laughs) I never, thought as ow we was going to be shipmates.

(Rain.)

ETHEL. (stamping her foot) Oh, do talk properly. (turns up R. a few steps)

SETON. I cant miss, (goes to chair c.)

ETHEL. (staring) Cant! Why not!

SETON. Acos all my impidence ud desart me (kneels on chair c.) I feel more easy like as a umble sailor obeyin his capns commands  and keeping a heye (confidentially) a necessary heye  

ETHEL. (close to him) Youre an impertinent, abominable, insulting, thick-skinned (hissing) s-s-spy! (crosses to L.)

SETON. Thank you, miss. You are a-giving of me a character.

ETHEL. (angrily) If youre so lost to all gentlemanly feeling as to insist on coming, I suppose I must go home.

SETON. (goes to her  calmly) You cant, miss.

ETHEL. Oh, indeed! As if my father and mother wouldnt be glad enough to have me.

SETON. Yes, miss, and so would Mr. Herbert Manners.

ETHEL. (startled and confused) What do you know about him?

SETON. Only what John Dibbs told me. Hes looking for you, and when he finds you, hell take precious good care not to lose sight of you again!

ETHEL. What hateful things men are! (goes to L., then a step to c.)

SETON. Yes, miss, I like girls better.

ETHEL. Oh!  if you insist on coming, I shall tell Captain Barley to lead you an awful life.

SETON. (cheerfully) Anything in a good cause, miss.

ETHEL. (speechless) Oh! (goes on to third stair  faces to L.) Will you kindly tell me why Lieutenant Seton Boyne is honouring me by dogging my footsteps and mixing himself up in my concerns?

SETON. (speaking in his own voice, drawing himself up and looking at her, goes to L. C.) I havent the pluck to tell you. Besides, its unnecessary.

ETHEL. Unnecessary?

SETON. (goes to stairs) Yes. You know.

ETHEL. (gasping) I  I know!

SETON. (firmly) Yes!

ETHEL. (confused, indignant, haughty, delighted. Finally draws herself up with magnificent hauteur) Good night.

(Begins to go upstairs  rain stops.)

SETON. (rough voice) Good-night. Ill wake you in the morning, (up L.) When I give three knocks up you  oh no, thats not you!

ETHEL. (halfway up) What do you mean?

SETON. Nothing, nothing, (goes to R. c.)

ETHEL. (on the landing) I shall tell Captain Barley who you are.

SETON. (humbly) Yes, miss. Bill Stubbs, miss. (his own voice) Chaperon, (moves chair c up R. C.)

(ETHEL exit, slamming her door. SETON goes to bar, knocking. At the same moment enter CAPTAIN BARLEY, C., with rain on his coat. He looks round cautiously over settle at fireplace.)

CAPTAIN. Have you got rid of her? (comes down c.)  

SETON. (comes to c., confused) Got rid of who? CAPTAIN. Didnt the middle-aged party come? SETON. Oh, that one!

CAPTAIN. Great Scott! Any more of em been here?

SETON. NO. We got rid of the old un.

CAPTAIN. Thats all right, (crosses to R.) Have a gargle? (call) Mrs. Porter! (knocks on the bar  whistles  bangs pot on bar)

(Enter MRS. PORTER. CAPTAIN goes to bang louder, seeing her he whistles.)

Two pints, missis. (MRS. PORTER looks in the air, and while MRS. PORTER draws it, to SETON) Affability. Thats wot it is with me. No harm, but too much affability.

MRS. PORTER. (handing him the mug  haughtily) Heres your beer. (bangs pot on counter. The beer spirts over CAPTAIN)

CAPTAIN. (wipes face) Ive got it.

(MRS. PORTER hands the other pot,)

Thank you, my sweetie, (pays sixpence for beer) MRS. PORTER. Indeed! (takes money, gives two-pence change, goes up R.)

CAPTAIN. (hands mug to SETON) See that? Only this evenin she was as sweet as sugar. Youre a little bit younger than me! you take my tip. Dont be affable to more than one gal at a time  in the same port.

(BOTH drink.)

(SETON nods and retires to settle c. GEORGE has come under flap from behind the bar with a tray on which is one cup of tea and a plate of bread and butter. He crosses the stage, goes upstairs to ETHELS room, knocks, enters.)

CAPTAIN. (MRS. PORTER going off) My dear  my pet  Pussy, (to MRS. PORTER, who is haughtily going out R.) Twopenny smoke.

(MRS. PORTER gets down a box R.; jabs him with box to make him look round.)

CAPTAIN. (looking at cigars  thinking better of it) No, no. (pushes box away  with a glance at ETHELS door) Your twopennys aint popular (GEORGE comes out of room) with the ladies! Hang the expense. Fourpenny smoke! (to GEORGE,  who is on the stairs)

Was that the tea, George?

GEORGE, (down L. C.) Um.

CAPTAIN. I beg your pardon  ?

GEORGE. I said um.

(While he is looking at GEORGE, MRS. PORTER stands still holding out the same box, and stares at something ten miles off as she serves him.)

CAPTAIN. Georgie. (takes a cigar, cracks it at his right ear with right hand, smells it) Thats a bit of all right. What a difference twopence makes. (bites the end off, spits it out)

MRS. PORTER. Disgusting!

CAPTAIN. (grins at her, takes out money, pays fourpence) Cash four d. Match, please.

MRS. PORTER. (looks for matchbox, cant find it, coldly) Light it at the gas. (bangs cigar-box on shelf down R.)

(Exit R.)

CAPTAIN. (looking after her) Ho! Nasty now! Affability, thats what it is with me, no harm. (light cigar, then crosses to c.) Too much affability, (eyeing cigar critically  puffs) Lively romer.

(Takes another puff c., blows smoke in GEORGES face, who is L. C. GEORGE sneezes once.)

(wipes his coat with handkerchief) Dont yer like it? Its one of your own fourpennys. (goes up stairs singing  )

Girls, girls, with your curls, curls, curls, I love you, all of you, short    (opens door)

Here I am again.

(Exit.)

(GEORGE sits L. C., choking. Rain.)

(Enter at back MAJOR SMEDLEY and MANNERS.

MANNERS has him by the arm Both very wet. SETON goes into window.)

MAJOR. Itll pass off with a little brandy. Where the devils the landlady?

GEORGE. (rises) Minding the supper. Ill call her. (crosses to R.)

(Exit behind bar, calling.)

Lovey  lovey!

MAJOR. HOW many miles have we walked? (goes to bar)

MANNERS. (down L. C.) Ten, I should think.

(Enter MRS. PORTER behind bar.)

MAJOR. Er  um  glass o your  your best brandy.

(MRS. PORTER goes up R. for brandy. GEORGE comes under flap. Pops his head round, looking up at MAJOR.)

MAJOR. (drops stick) God bless my soul, dont do that.

GEORGE. Beg pardon, beg pardon.

(Goes up o., brings table and chair down c., takes pot to bar.)

MAJOR. (picks up stick  to MANNERS) YOU going to  ?

MANNERS. NO, thank you. (goes to bar below MAJOR)

(MRS. PORTER serves him. MAJOR pays  MRS. PORTER gives change,)

(to MRS. PORTER) Oh, I say  have you seen a young  ?

MAJOR. (kicking him) Shut up!

MRS. PORTER. Seen a young  ?

MAJOR. (to MRS. PORTER) Nothing, maam. Youre minding the supper, I believe. Dont let us keep vou.

MRS. PORTER. Thank you, sir.

(Exit.)

MANNERS. But  

MAJOR. (few steps to c.) Think I want the whole town to know it?

(MANNERS goes to L. C. MAJOR turns to bar just as GEORGE, who has come down R., disappears under flap.)

God bless my soul!

(GEORGES head peeps over counter.)

Dont do it!

GEORGE. Beg pardon, beg pardon.

(Exit R.)

MAJOR. (sits R. of table, puts his glass on table) Ah  I have a conviction I shall never see my poor girl again.

(SETON is attentive in window.)

MANNERS. Oh, nonsense, Major, (takes chair from L., sits L. of table)

MAJOR. (furious) What the devil do you mean by nonsense, sir. Shes been hounded out of her home  her own home. Thats the kindness women have for each other  if Id known her mother was going to treat her like that   (drinks and shakes his head)

MANNERS. But I say, by Jove, you know  

MAJOR. (fiercely) And you too, Manners.

(SETON gets up, expresses his agonized anxiety.)

How dare you thrust your unwelcome attentions on her? Between you and her mother, my poor girl  

(sighs)

MANNERS. Hang it all, sir? How was I to know?

MAJOR. HOW were you to know, sir! Why, damme, werent you writing letters to her? Wasnt she writing them to you? You ought tove read between the lines; it must have been there.

MANNERS. Well, I couldnt see it.

MAJOR. That was her tender-heartedness  her gentleness. Come, what did she say in her last letter?

MANNERS. Nothing much.

MAJOR. There you are.

MANNERS. All she said was that your temper was getting worse every day.

MAJOR. Her humour, sir  the humour of that girl  there! Why, you can see what my temper is!

MANNERS. I thought youd been dropping on her  

MAJOR. I! (shouts) Why, confound and dash it, sir, she and I, weve been sworn playmates ever since she was born. No, no; its her mother  damn bad-tempered woman. (rises, goes to R. with glass of brandy) Mind, as soon as weve found her  

(SETON goes at back to down L. with beer.)

I expect you to withdraw your suit.

MANNERS. (rises, goes to MAJOR) Well, but  

MAJOR. I shall expect you to withdraw your suit. MANNERS, (goes to L. C., to SETON) I say, my man, do you happen to have seen a young  ?

MAJOR. (R. O.) Damn it, sir, will you hold your tongue?

(MANNERS goes to MAJOR.)

(LUCY appears at the swing doors.)

LUCY. Oh, Auntie, here they are.

(Enter LUCY and MRS. SMEDLEY  both very wet  they are going out again.)

MRS. SMEDLEY. Oh, I dont think we can go in there.

MAJOR. Eh? (swallows the remainder of the brandy hastily)

MANNERS. Ah! (goes up R. C. to LUCY, who comes to fireplace)

(SETONS predicament is worse than ever. He goes under gallery up L.)

MAJOR. Ah  come in, my dear. Come in. Herbert and I took shelter from the rain.

(MANNERS is busy wiping LUCYS dress. Rain stops.)

MRS. SMEDLEY. (comes down L. C.) Oh, and its still raining. And my poor Ethel, without a dry thread on her  

MAJOR. Confound it, Susan, whats the use of a dry thread?

[Enter CAPTAIN BARLEY above.)

MRS. SMEDLEY. (down L. C.) Oh, what a horrid place, oh! (seeing BARLEY). My good man, have you seen  

(SETON up L. signals to BARLEY frantically.)

MAJOR. (takes her to R. c by her arm) Will you be quiet, Susan. Weve got to keep this to ourselves. If we cant find her, nobody can.

(CAPTAIN and SETON exchange signals. CAPTAIN cant understand whats up.)

Here, come into the window; lets see whats to be done next?

(He and MRS. SMEDLEY go into the window.)

LUCY. (comes to back of table c.  to HERBERT) Im so sorry for you.

MANNERS. (a little above, R. of her) By Jove, that is good of you. Dyou know, I dont seem to feel it as much as I ought  

LUCY. Oh, how wrong  

MANNERS. (significantly) I had such a warm welcome, you know.

LUCY. (moves up R. to window) I cant imagine what you mean.

MAJOR. Here, Lucy  Manners  come here.

(CAPTAIN comes down. They go into window.)

CAPTAIN. (hushed, to SETON) Whos that crowd?

SETON. (down L. c., meaningly) Parties wots lost a young lady  

CAPTAIN. What! Do they know shes (pointing) up there?

SETON. (meaningly) Oh? Is she?

CAPTAIN. Whats that to you? (crosses to c.) What youve got to do is to get em out o the house.

SETON. Me? How?

CAPTAIN. I dont care how. Hanyhow. Here, pretend youre  drunk.

SETON. Pretend Im drunk!

CAPTAIN. Pretend youre drunk and fight em. (crosses to L. and gets on stairs)

SETON. (goes to stair rail) Wotjer take me for?

CAPTAIN. (over rail, fiercely) Wont yer?

SETON. Not I!

CAPTAIN. All right, my fine feller! Dont you expect any free passage on my ship then. Thats all! (goes up)

SETON. Here, I say  (goes on stairs)

CAPTAIN. YOU heard me. (goes up and kicks out at SETON)

(SETON jumps off stairs.)

(MAJOR rises and goes to bar.)

(Enter MRS. PORTER R. at bar.)

MRS. PORTER. (who has just entered, to MAJOR, who comes forward) Theres a nice coffee room up them stairs, sir, if you ladies would like to wait there till the showers over.

(The others come down K. C.)

MAJOR. (moves to c., seeing CAPTAIN BARLEY, who is rigid with horror at the head of the stairs) Ah  thanks  seems occupied.

MRS. PORTER. (with great contempt.) Oh, thats only Captain Barley and his grand-daughter. They dont count. Ill send you ladies up some tea.

Ghastly anguish of CAPTAIN, who rolls about signalling desperately to SETON to he drunk.)

MRS. SMEDLEY. (down R. C.) It would be nice, William, Lucy and I could have a good cry.

MAJOR. Hang it, Susan, aint you damp enough already? All right then, (going L.)

MRS. PORTER. Ill order the tea.

(Exit with a sniff at the CAPTAIN.)  

MAJOR. (to his party) Come on, my dear, come on. (music)

(MRS. SMEDLEY and LUCY cross to L. C. MANNERS down R. But SETON has seated himself halfway up the stairs with his bap down over his eyes. He is waving his mug of beer in his hand and wagging his head foolishly.)

SETON. (to MRS. SMEDLEY) Come along, my dear, plenty of room (hic)  come st beside me. Plenty room  plenty of room.

MRS. SMEDLEY and LUCY run over to MANNERS horrified. They talk excitedly.)

MAJOR. (hangs rail with stick) Get out of the way, you scoundrel.

SETON. Reckoning with fore finger) Look ere, I wan talk t you. Lisen to me. Lisen me.

MAJOR. Manners, turn him out.  (goes to R. c.)

MANNERS. By Jove! (rushes over to SETON)

(SETON rises to his feet with a yell, sways and drops the mug, which smashes on MANNERS foot. MANNERS hops for a second, then quickly takes his coat off. Women scream. Enter MRS. PORTER.)

MRS. PORTER, (calls) George! George! George! MRS. SMEDLEY. (to MAJOR) Oh, lets get out of this horrid place.

(MRS. SMEDLEY and LUCY go up R. C.) (MAJOR starts as GEORGE comes under flap.) GEORGE, (who has entered and seized the situation at a glance) Outside!

(He rushes over to L., dashes at SETON, who is sitting on stairs, and who receives him in his arms and dangles him on his knees. MANNERS laughs and puts coat on, goes to R.)

MAJOR, (R. C., to MRS. PORTER) Ill report you at the Sessions, maam.

(MAJOR goes up to L. C. MRS. SMEDLEY runs to L. C, LUCY goes to MANNERS R. MRS. SMEDLEY goes to MANNERS as LUCY comes to L.C. MRS. SMEDLEY goes up R. c to MAJOR. MANNERS goes to LUCY  they go up L. to C.)

(to his party) Come!  (goes to door c.)

(Exeunt MRS. SMEDLEY, MAJOR, LUCY, MANNERS. SETON carries GEORGE, staggers to bar, throws GEORGE over bar, glass crash off R. At the same moment ETHEL comes out of her room, and the CAPTAIN seeing the coast clear comes downstairs. ETHEL sees SETONS extraordinary behaviour, follows CAPTAIN.)

ETHEL. Whats the matter?

CAPTAIN. (crosses R.  to SETON) Get on the barge if you can, and put your head under the pump!

SETON. (up c., dazed) No, but I say  !

CAPTAIN. (with magnificent dignity) If youre going to talk to me you had better find another ship! ETHEL. Oh, Captain Barley what a dreadful man! CAPTAIN, (R. C., with fatherly solicitude) Dont take no notice o him, my pretty. Hes intosticated.

(He gallantly offers her his arm, and as they turn up L.C. to go out c., leaving SETON leaning on bar too astonished to say a word)

THE CURTAIN FALLS.

(Music forte.)

The barge is made to run on small wheels, and is drawn on by a winch. As in most theatres there is not room for the full length of the barge to be hidden behind the wing, it is made in two sections, joined by hinges. The back part of the barge is drawn up against the wall, and as the barge runs forward on to the stage it is slowly lowered so as to come level with the forehalf. The crew jump in before it passes the hiding wing. The following sketches will show the working:  

NOTE.  It is not essential to have the barge constructed to wheel on and off. The authors have arranged the text of this act in an appendix so that the barge can be discovered on rise of curtain and remain stationary during the entire scene.


ACT III.

(Music.)

(An open meadow. On the left a shrub-clad cliff rises abruptly, and the commencement of a path is seen winding up it. At the back an embanked river runs diagonally across the stage from beyond the cliff on the left to near the footlights on the right. On the right it loses itself behind a plantation of firs. On the further side the tops of rushes and flags in flower are seen. Beyond the embankment there is a wide expanse of flat meadow landscape bounded on the horizon by downs similar to that seen through the gap in the shrubs on the right in ACT I. It is early morning. Birds call off. Pail of mud behind embankment R. c. Tree trunk down L.)

(DIBBS is standing on bank L.c looking off R.)

(MANNERS comes down the path on the right, 1 E. He is in flannels and carries a bath towel over his arm.)

MANNERS. (on bank R., stops surprised on seeing DIBBS) Hulloa, Dibbs.

DIBBS. (L. C., surly) Hulloa.

MANNERS, (R ) Fine morning.

DIBBS. For them as can enjoy it.

MANNERS. (sits on bank R. C.) I came down for a swim. (unfastens boot) Thought itd do me good. Been up all night. (takes boot off)

DIBBS. Weve all been up all night, aint we?

MANNERS. Ah! But Ive been up with the Major.

DIBBS. Theres not much water for a swim. Tide running out fast.

MANNERS. Mean to say Ive (crawls up slope) walked half a mile for nothing?

DIBBS. Come and see for yourself.

MANNERS. (on the embankment) By Jove, it does look pretty beastly. What are you doing down here? Did you come for a bath? (sits R. c. Puts boot on)

DIBBS. Me! Bath! Ive got something better to do than bathing. (darkly, comes to him) Im a-watching for the Eart inAnd.

MANNERS. Whats that?

DIBBS. Thats Captain Jem Barleys barge. Jem Barley knows more about this ere business than wots good for im. And what Jem Barley knows Im going to know, or else Ill know the reason why. (goes up to L. c.)

MANNERS. What do you mean?

DIBBS. (comes down R. C.) AS I was a-comin ome this morning, not avin ad my clothes off all night, I run up against Tom Codd, him as was mate to Capn Barley, an he was flush o money. Unnatural flush he was, and all I could get out o him was as hed got it for keepin is ead shut about a young lady Capn Barley ad got on his barge.

MANNERS, (rises) By Jove! Why havent you told the Major?

DIBBS. Wot, and get swore at? Ive a-had enough o the Major, (goes to L. C.)

MANNERS. (goes to DIBBS) Weve all had enough of the Major. Hes asleep now in the billiard-room. You go up and tell Mrs. Smedley. Ill stay here and watch  

LUCY. (off R.) Dibbs, Dibbs!

(Enter LUCY, running down the path R.)

LUCY. Dibbs! (sees MANNERS) Oh, I beg your pardon.

MANNERS. (crosses to R.) Good morning, Miss Dallas. (shakes hands.) By Jove, you look as fresh as if youd had a good nights rest.

LUCY. HOW can you say such a thing when you know that we  (yawns, crosses to c.) Oh, Dibbs, the Major is storming for you  and hes caught such a cold last night  thats made him worse.

MANNERS. Hes woke up, has he?

LUCY. Oh yes. And in such a temper. (to DIBBS) I saw you through the telescope. Do go to him at once, (pushes him to R.)

MANNERS. Tell him what youve told me  

DIBBS. (on bank R.) If you see Captain Barley you tell him John Dibbsll expect im back o the red barn. (DIBBS crossing to R.)

MANNERS. Yes, but  

DIBBS. Thats all you ses. Back o the red barn, ses you. Hell understand.

(Exit up path R.)

LUCY. HOW extraordinary Dibbs is! (goes on to bank L. c.) What has he told you?

MANNERS. He thinks hes got a clue. Something about a Captain Barley and a barge. He was waiting there for the barge to come. (lies on bank L. c.)

LUCY. Whats that got to do with Ethel?

MANNERS. I dont know unless shes aboard. I expect sitting up all night has been too much for Dibbs.

LUCY. (goes down L. C.) HOW unsatisfactory you are. (sits L. on upper end of tree)

MANNERS. Well, what do you expect? I come home, all the way from Russia, to get married, and the first thing I know is my brides bolted, and I spend the night with an infuriated Major tramping all over the country looking for her, and if I try to ask anybody whether theyve seen her, he nearly snaps my head off, and he swears at me for leaving England and for coming home, and  and  Oh, I dont know.

LUCY. Poor Mr. Manners. I think you are bearing it nobly.

MANNERS. What did she want to run away for?

Why couldnt she have told me she didnt want to marry me?

LUCY. Oh, dont talk in that cold practical way. You know youre very fond of her.

MANNERS. I dont know, (suddenly) How do you know?

LUCY. (confused) Well  I  I MANNERS. (getting nearer) Yes?

LUCY. Yesterday  when  when you thought I was Ethel  

MANNERS. (eagerly) Yes?

LUCY. YOU  you showed considerable affection.

MANNERS. (chaffingly) How  how do you know?

LUCY. (demurely) Wasnt I the unfortunate victim?

MANNERS. Dont remind me of that! It was most disagreeable.

LUCY. (rises) Im sorry!

MANNERS. (hastily) I mean for you. (rises) Ive never forgiven myself. I feel I owe you some reparation.

LUCY. (sits on c upper end of tree) Oh, please dont trouble about that.

MANNERS. But I do. If Id been able to get to bed at all, since Ive been here, it would have kept me awake all night. Now look here, Ive come all the way from Russia to get married  

LUCY. Well? And youre going to marry Ethel.

MANNERS. What! When shes run away sooner than marry me?

LUCY. YOU see, shes rather particular about whom she marries.

MANNERS. (sits above LUCY on tree) Well, so am I. I wont marry anybody who doesnt want me.

LUCY. (with admiration) How strong you are. (moves to lower end of tree)

MANNERS. I cant help it, its my character. (gets closer) But I cant go back to Russia without a wife. (she moves) You see that, dont you? (he goes closer)

LUCY. (rises, demurely) What sort of a place is Russia? (she goes round L. of tree and sits up stage on it)

MANNERS. Well, its rather a large place, and there are towns you know (closer to her), Petersburg and Moscow, and  (closer)

LUCY. (rises, ecstatically) Yes, I know. I have beautiful memories of Moscow. (goes on bank to c.)

MANNERS. Have you been there?

LUCY. NO, but Ive read about it, in a letter you sent Ethel.

MANNERS. (goes to her) Did she show you my letters?

LUCY. Only extracts.

MANNERS. Thats capital. Then you know all about me. Seems like providence, doesnt it. I wrote to Ethel, but you read the letter. I came back to Ethel, but I met you. I thought I was kissing Ethel, but, by Jove, I was  

LUCY. (turns to R.) Mr. Manners!

MANNERS. And now my friends in Russia are waiting to welcome my wife.

LUCY. (goes to R., coughs) I say, its not fair to leave Aunt so long alone with the Major.

MANNERS. TO welcome my wife  Funny! I never told any of them her Christian name. Talk about prov  (takes her hand)

LUCY. (draws her hand away, sharply) I am beginning to think Ethel was quite right in running away from you.

MANNERS. Im sure of it. Best thing she could have done.

LUCY. For I am afraid, oh, I am so afraid, youre fickle.

MANNERS. I? (steps back to L.) What a shame. LUCY. I didnt mean to offend you.

MANNERS. (turns to L.) NO, but you hurt me. (to her) Just as I was going to tell you how true I am  

LUCY. Im going to Auntie.

(Ready barge bell. LUCY glancing to R., takes a few steps backward. MANNERS takes her hand. She moves to R.)

MANNERS. Wait a minute. Not that way. Its so steep, I cant talk. Lets go round through the plantation (points off L.) and up the back of the cliff, (points to R.)

LUCY. HOW masterful you are!

MANNERS. By Jove, yes. Come on.

LUCY. (crosses to L.) Tell me more about Moscow.

MANNERS. Oh, its not a bad sort of place. I got my nose frozen there  

(Exeunt L.)

(CAPTAIN BARLEYS voice, off R. 2 E., behind cliff.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. NOW then, lively with it. (Bell. Under stage bell)

SETON and Aye, aye, sir. (boat coming on) AUGUSTUS.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Out with them fenders. AUGUSTUS. Aye, aye! (goes to L., throws fenders over)  

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (unfastens rope R.) Stand by the halyards.

AUGUSTUS. Aye, aye!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Let the forsail down. AUGUSTUS. Aye, ready.

(Barge comes on from R. to L.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Down with it.

(AUGUSTUS pulls sail down.)

Stand by the main brail and the middle brail.

SETON. Aye, aye, sir. (goes to back of mast)

(AUGUSTUS, L. of mast, takes ropes.)

All ready.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Haul away. (unfastens rope R. C.)

(SETON and AUGUSTUS haul up sail with a Ho, heave, ho!)

Stand by to anchor.

(SETON runs to L.)

SETON. Aye, aye, sir. (runs forward)

(Barge drifts further on. The deck is level with the top of the embankment and there is no washboard, so that the whole deck is visible. Smoke comes out small stove pipe forward.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Over with it.

SETON. Aye, aye, sir.

(AUGUSTUS throws anchor overboard; man off catches it; splash; the barge goes back a bit to L., then stops.)

(Bell.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Ease it up short. (SETON hauls up anchor a bit) Come aft and haul up the leeboards. (SETON on front c. AUGUSTUS at back, and they haul up boards.)

(fastens tiller to back) A little more wind and wed ha done it. We must wait till the tide turns now.

SETON. Pretty place, Capn. The young ladyll be able to go ashore and pick buttercups and daisies.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Young lady! You speak when youre spoken to, my lad, and not afore, else you an me wont talk alike. Go and wash them decks.

SETON. Why, I washed em only half an hour ago. CAPTAIN BARLEY. It dont matter if you washed em arf a minute ago. Wash em again.

(SETON lowers mop down L. and washes deck.) Augustus  Augustus!

AUGUSTUS, (sulkily) Yus.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. YUS! Come ere.

(AUGUSTUS comes staring.)

And say Yes, sir, when you speak to me. Wot about that milk I told you about last night. AUGUSTUS. YOU never told me about no milk. CAPTAIN BARLEY, (threatening) Whats that? AUGUSTUS. I dont remember. I cant remember every blessed thing.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. An wots the young lady to ave for breakfast? (gives him twopence) You run along to that farm (points off L. behind plantation) and ask for two penorth. (goes to R.)

AUGUSTUS, (follows him) Its no part o the third ands dooty to  

CAPTAIN BARLEY (turns on him) Wots that?

(AUGUSTUS leaps off barge and runs off L. CAPTAIN BARLEY fills his pipe. SETON is whistling.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Whos that whistling?

SETON. (L. C.) Skylark, I expect. They will do it.

CAPTAIN. Dont you skylark me, cos I wont have it.

(SETON whistles)

I wont ave no whistling on this barge while theres a young lady aboard.

(Bell for knocking ready.)

(SETON at back c.)

(going to L.) YOU let me know when she comes up. The instant mind. Im going to take forty winks. And well Ive earned em.

SETON. All right, Capn. Dont stint yourself. Take forty-one.

(CAPTAIN BARLEY exit down forecastle, which he closes after him.)

SETON. (takes out cigarette case) Surely old tarry breeches cant be in love? Why its  

(Bell. A thundering blow from below the forehold.) Whats that? (Bell. Puts case back.)

(Another blow.)

Good heavens, Mrs. Baldwin! Id forgotten her!

(He hastily kneels c on hatch R. c., raises middle hatch a little at back and speaks down it in Cockney voice.)

Hsh! No. Soon, very soon. You must. Dont spoil the ship for a haporth o tar. Oh rats! (hastily) No, no, no! Not real rats. Only an expression. Do keep quiet till were out of the river. Why, I gave you a breath of fresh air last night. Yes, I did.

(Hatch pushed up a bit.)

What do you want to stand upright for? Youd have cramp anywhere if youre subject to it, youre so fidgety about trifles.

(Shuts hatch. Bell. Knock.)

More food? What have you done with the two biscuits I gave you last night? Eh? Breakfast? Oh, dont be unreasonable. Hsh!

(Closes hatch after a struggle and sits on it, facing R., as ETHEL emerges from cabin R. She is fresh and radiant.)

ETHEL. Why, what have we stopped for? This isnt Hedge End.

SETON. Good morning. Winds dropped. Got to wait for the tide to turn. Nice place to wait in, isnt it?

ETHEL. YOU! How dare you speak to me?

SETON. Oh, come now. What have I done?

ETHEL. After the disgraceful exhibition you made of yourself last night.

SETON. Why, you know perfectly well I wasnt what I seemed to be.

ETHEL. YOU never are.

(Re-enter AUGUSTUS up L. with milk.)

AUGUSTUS. (officially) Good morning, miss. Hope youve slept well, miss.

ETHEL. Oh, good morning, Augustus. Yes, thank you, I slept splendidly.

AUGUSTUS. Ive been to fetch this ere milk for you. Ah, arf a mile away. I ad to jump no hend of ditches. But I aint spilt a drop of it. Not me, not a drop. I put me hand over it.

ETHEL. Oh!  Oh, how good of you.

(AUGUSTUS gets on deck; puts milk by mast.) SETON. (rises) Now, my lad, you get about your work.

AUGUSTUS. What are you doing? Why aint you swabbing the decks same as the skipper told you? Youll catch it.

ETHEL. (to SETON) Im ashamed of you. Bullying this poor boy, and neglecting your work, (moves to c.)

AUGUSTUS. Ere. I aint afeard of a bit o ard work.

(SETON swabs deck with mop R. C. AUGUSTUS gets rag, kneels in front of ETHEL, who moves back from one point to another. AUGUSTUS rubs deck hard with a piece of cloth.)

AUGUSTUS. (speaking affectedly) Its going to be a lovely day, I think, Willi-yum.

(SETON, L. C. gives a suppressed grunt of fury. Gets to c at back.)

Im very fond o lovely days, Willi-yum. Theres a peacefulness about em you dont get in dirty weather. Dont you think so, miss?

SETON. (between them. ETHEL backs a step) Are you trying to make a hole in the deck there, or what? AUGUSTUS. Im doing my work, Willi-yum. ETHEL. Hes doing his work. How can you? SETON. (to AUGUSTUS) Here, (puts mop in AUGUSTUSS face, who rolls on hatch) How far is it to Hedge End?

AUGUSTUS. (splutters)Bout arf a mile.

SETON. Im out of tobacco, (gives money) Just run into the place and get me some.

AUGUSTUS. Ave a bit o mine, (offers his tobacco) SETON. I said tobacco. Off you go.

AUGUSTUS. (slowly) Its no part o the third ands work (rises) to get the mates tobacco. If you wait  

SETON. Are you going or must I lift you over? AUGUSTUS. Yah, bully.

(SETON goes for him; he springs ashore and runs off up L.)

(SETON leans on mop behind R. ETHEL crosses to c., looking to R.)

SETON. I hope you are enjoying the trip, Miss Smedley?

(ETHEL is silent. SETON places mop on hatch.)

(trying again) Its the most delightful voyage I have ever had in my life.

(ETHEL crosses to L. C.)

(pause) I wish it would last for ever. (pause) In such genial, delightful, chatty society.

ETHEL. (leans against mast L.) IS there no way of showing you I dont want to talk to you? Please do not address me again.

SETON. (goes to behind mast c.) Well, but whom am I to address?

ETHEL. YOU seem to have no fine feelings at all. (crosses to R.) YOU have pained me very deeply.

SETON. I! Good heavens! How?

ETHEL. I cannot forget what I saw last night. SETON. But that was  

(Enter CAPTAIN BARLEY up L.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. NOW then! Didnt I tell you to call me the moment she came up?

SETON. (annoyed) Oh, I forgot.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Forgot! Ill teach you to forget orders on board my ship! Swab the deck, you  lubber. (to ETHEL) Good morning.

ETHEL. (shakes hands) Oh, dear Captain Barley, Im so glad youve come.

(SETON swabs deck R., SO that the CAPTAIN has to hop over the mop.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. HOW are you? Sorry the tides failed us (hop to R.), but in a few hours (hop to L.) we shall be bowling between the meadows again (hop to R.) (bursts out furiously) What the devil are you doing?

SETON. Obeying orders, sir.

(ETHEL gets a step R.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Im having a bit too much of you, my fine feller. You go an get breakfast ready, and look sharp about it.

(SETON goes to L., going down hatch L.)

(to ETHEL) What do you say to having breakfast over there? (points to L.)

ETHEL. Oh, that would be delightful. What nice things you think of.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Dont I!! (shouts to SETON) Dye hear? Run out a plank.

SETON. Aye, aye, sir. (he gets a flank L.) CAPTAIN BARLEY. And bring breakfast (pointing to L.) there.

SETON. (while hes running the plank out) Aye, aye, sir.

(He jumps across to hank; hands ETHEL across. To ETHEL as she comes down.)

I must have an explanation.

ETHEL. I can have no explanation with Bill Stubbs. (crosses to L.)

(SETON draws plank on to hank. Goes to ETHEL.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY, (furious) Here! What the devil are you doing?

SETON. But with Seton Boyne.

ETHEL. I dont see him. (she sits on tree stump L.)

SETON. YOU shall in a minute.

(Enter AUGUSTUS L. He has a large nosegay of wild flowers, which he conceals behind his hack.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. BILL Stubbs, Bill Stubbs  Augustus, run that plank over.

(AUGUSTUS does so, goes on deck, hides flowers.) (CAPTAIN, crossing plank, goes to SETON, whom he takes to c., in a low voice) You trespass on my presarves if you dare.

SETON. (loud) Trespass on your preserves, Captain? (to ETHEL) Am I trespassing on his  

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Shut your ugly face and get breakfast double quick.

SETON (cheerfully) Aye, aye, sir.

(Jumps on deck L., disappears.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY, (to AUGUSTUS) Augustus, bring that bucket.

(AUGUSTUS brings bucket to CAPTAIN BARLEY. Then stares at ETHEL.)

What are you staring at? Put it down.

(AUGUSTUS puts it down by CAPTAIN BARLEY, who nearly sits in it. Jumps up.)

Not that way. Upside down.

(AUGUSTUS does so. CAPTAIN BARLEY sits; turns and sees AUGUSTUS staring.)

This crews gone mad. What yer staring at? Go an help the mate get breakfast.

(AUGUSTUS goes back to barge and disappears L. hatch.) (CAPTAIN, sitting on bucket, and wiping his brow) Its a trying life, a ship-masters.

ETHEL. (sympathetically) With such a crew! CAPTAIN BARLEY. Ah? Sometimes I wish Id gone in for something easier.

ETHEL. (sits on ground) But if I were a man, I should be a sailor.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (shaking his head) Its a lonely life. No society. A ship-master stands alone. Keeping himself to himself, so to speak. He never knows what his crew may be up to. He cant mix with em becos o dis-sipline.

ETHEL. (innocently) I shouldnt have thought that mattered on a barge.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (starting) Ah, I wasnt always on a barge. I was master of a liner once, sailing between London and  New Hav  New Zealand.

ETHEL. Was it very long ago? When you were young?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Yes, I was very young, but it wasnt so long ago neither. I  I (smiles) Youd be surprised if I told you I was grey like I am now afore I was twenty.

ETHEL. HOW extraordinary.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Ill tell you how it happened. I was fourth mate on a sailing ship wot took fire. The skipper was in bed, drun  ill  so was the first mate. The third mate was really ill, and the second cried like a child, (simply) It all fell on me.

ETHEL. And you saved the ship?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Yes. And next morning I was as white  grey  as I am now.

ETHEL. Then you are not so old as you look?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. I was only twenty-nine when that happened, and thats (looking at her hard) seven years ago next  Monday week.

ETHEL. (she rises and sits on seat; starting and instinctively moving away a little) Oh! Twenty-nine and seven, are you only thirty-six?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (injured) Why, what did you think I was?

ETHEL. Oh, I thought  (rises, crosses to R. C.)

Oh, never mind. It doesnt matter, (sits on bank)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (rises, goes to R. C. with pail) Thirty-six years is a long time to be lonely in  a-battling with the elements, (sits on pail) Ive often thought  

ETHEL. HOW long they are getting breakfast.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. And mark me, its only when a man gets pretty near into middle age like, you may reckon on is bein faithful and true.

ETHEL. What a beautiful morning it is.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. It ud be beautiful to me if it was rainin cats and dogs. Ah, Ive often thought what life ud be like in a cottage by the seaside, with a flagstaff and a couple o rabbits, and me sitting there in the sun, watching my  my Lily o the Valley.

ETHEL. Are you fond of flowers?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. GO on away. You know what I mean, (sits on bank) One particular flower, and now I see my chance  

ETHEL. (rising) Dont you think Yd better look after the breakfast. Something must have happened, (crosses to L.)  

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Look ere. (rises) The fust moment I saw you (goes to her with bucket), I says to myself, Jem Barley, there she is. (puts bucket down)

ETHEL. (weakly) And there I was, you know. (sits on tree L.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (sits on bucket) Wait a bit. Wait a bit. Look at the strornery cleverness with which I saved you last night.

ETHEL. Saved me. From what?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. There was the Old Ship public-

ouse swarming with your employers  

ETHEL. My employers! (in alarm) Oh, do you mean that Major and Mrs. Smedley were there.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Ah, and two others. A young spark and a gell. Think what ud a happened if theyd found you, if I adnt a got rid of em.

ETHEL. Oh, how did you do it?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Jem Barley is always calm when theres danger. I did it just as I saved the burning ship.

ETHEL. AS you saved the burning ship, (screams) Oh!

(He nearly falls back. She holds him.)

(in alarm) You didnt throw water over them, did you?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. NO, no. I up an ordered Bill Stubbs to pretend he was drunk.

(Meanwhile AUGUSTUS has entered off the barge L., with plates, cups and saucers, butter, a loaf, spoons, etc., etc., on tray. He is wonderfully attired  high collar and big scarlet bow; comes on to plank)

ETHEL. Preten  (shocked) Oh!  {with horror) They saw him  like that?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (with proud satisfaction) They did. And the horrid sight was too much for em.

ETHEL. (indignant) Oh, you  Oh, you  (crosses R.; she bursts into a fit of laughter) Oh, poor Bill Stubbs!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (turns to c.) Clever, warnt it? (in speechless amazement) Augustus! (rises) AUGUSTUS, (on barge R. C.) Yes, sir.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. What do you mean by getting yourself up like  like a organ-grinders monkey? AUGUSTUS, (offended) Well, the mates changin, and I didnt see  

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Take em off.

AUGUSTUS. Its no part of the third ands  

(ETHEL crosses to L.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (rises, takes tray) Take em off! (puts tray on grass) Take em off at once, (sits on bucket)

(AUGUSTUS takes coat off, then tie, then collar. CAPTAIN BARLEY sees him.)

(with a roar; rises, goes R. C.) Not ere!

(AUGUSTUS puts his collar on again.)

(Enter SETON from forecastle, comes at back to c.) (Bell ready with knocks.)

(He has put on his own clothes, and looks very neat and smart. He brings a large black kettle.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Bill!

SETON. Yes, sir.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. What  what  whats all this? SETON. The only clothes Ive got, sir. I cant afford better ones.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. This crews gone mad! (goes to R.) You go and take them off.

SETON. Beg pardon, sir, but I can wear what I like.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Very good. Very good. Ill find you something to do thatll take the polish off em. (to AUGUSTUS) And you, too, my lad; you get my sea-boots and clean the mud off of em. (AUGUSTUS goes at back to forecastle and disappears.)

(to SETON) And you, polish up the brass, and clean the paint work.

SETON. (going down L., cheerfully) Aye, aye, sir. CAPTAIN BARLEY. Here! Where are you going? Bring the kettle.

SETON. Aye, aye, sir. (bell) (comes back down plank to L. c.)

(Loud knocking is heard on the barge. SETON stops dead.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Whats that knocking? SETON. Must be  must be Augustus, sir, knocking the mud off them boots.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. GO an tell him Im a-comin to knock him.

SETON. (leaves kettle where he is standing, leaps on barge L.c., and shouts) Augustus! stop that knocking! (sits on hatch R., hands on hatch.)

(AUGUSTUS appears with CAPTAINS huge sea-boots.)

AUGUSTUS. (injured) I wasnt knocking, (brushes sea-boots, disappears.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Liar! (fetches kettle and comes down to ETHEL; sits) Will you cut the bread and butter?

(She does so.)

This reminds me of picnicking times at South in  in Greenland.

(SETON sings quietly.)  

ETHEL. (cutting bread and butter) I wonder whether there is any place you have not been to.

(Bell.)

(Knocking is heard again, but CAPTAIN is busy with ETHEL.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Ah, I should like to show you all the places Ive seen.

SETON. (sitting on the hatch, sings, at first softly, but gets louder until he is bawling like a street ballad singer  )

Keep still, keep still, belo-ved, For just a lit-tle whi-le; Were close to port an then youll  

CAPTAIN BARLEY, (through his song) Stop that noise  ! Have you gone mad? (goes to R.)

SETON. (continuing)  fi-i-i-ind  

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (bawling) Stop it, dye hear me?

(CAPTAIN BARLEY rushes up bank R. C.)

SETON. (sings) Keep still  keep still

CAPTAIN BARLEY. HOW dare you make that heathenish noise aboard o my ship?

SETON. (with aggressive air) I was only singing.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Singing! If I hear you make that row again, Ill knock your blooming head off. (comes back pompously to ETHEL) Ill show em! (sees cups, shouts) Whats the extry two cups an saucers for?

SETON. (from barge) Extra, sir? Theres only four.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (putting two aside) How dare you try to force your company on your betters?

SETON. Keep still. (bursts into melody again) Keep still, keep still!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (starting up) If I hear you sing another word  !

SETON. I cant help singing, sir; Im so appy aboard this ere barge, I keep forgetting myself.

(He smiles at ETHEL, she turns away.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Forgitting! (holding up a cup with great dignity) Here! Come here.

SETON. (with a farewell admonition to the hatch) Keep still, (jumps off barge and comes down R. C.) CAPTAIN BARLEY. What?

SETON. Nothing.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Look at that cup. Do you call that clean?

(SETON breathes on it, rubs it on his trousers and hands it back to speechless CAPTAIN.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. GO and fetch another, you  (looks at ETHEL)  you  mud-lark.

SETON. (picking up one of the discarded cups) Here is another, sir. Comes o my carefulness. (hands it to CAPTAIN, who hands it to ETHEL)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (furious) You  you  (looks at ETHEL)  make the tea!

(SETON goes at back to L. and then to c.) (CAPTAIN takes up teapot and sits on tree, takes teapot, holds it, and SETON raising kettle pours in a little water.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Stop! Do you call that boiling?

SETON. Yes, sir, boiling ard, sir. It was singing away like a canary just now.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Dont you canary me, cos I wont ave it. Its just got the chill off, and thats all!

(ETHEL, who is laughing, lets the cup slip off the saucer. As SETON stoops to pick it up a stream of water from the kettle pours down the CAPTAINS leg, CAPTAIN jumps up with a howl and with teapot dances about to R. ETHEL gives a frightened scream. AUGUSTUS comes up, gets behind mast, laughs.)

SETON. (with great concern) Was that your leg, sir? (takes teapot  puts kettle down c.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (sits on hank R., shaking fist at him) Was it  ow!

SETON. (with grave reproof  helps CAPTAIN on to plank) I told you it was boiling, sir.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. YOU clumsy, meandering swab, youve alf boiled me!

SETON. (with great sympathy) Youd better get below an let Augustus put some of is air oil on it. CAPTAIN puts foot in mud) And youll want to change your  your bags. Wet through, they are.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (goes on plank) Ill pay you out for this, my lad. Ill make you smart, (puts leg in river)

SETON. (helping him on to barge) Accidents will happen, Capn.

(CAPTAIN disappears L. Oh, oh, if there wasnt ladies aboard.)

SETON. (returning, rubbing his hands) Now, this is what I call jolly. Clever of you to drop that teacup.

ETHEL. (indignantly) Do you think I did it on purpose?

(AUGUSTUS has landed, and is coming up to them stealthily and longingly with bouquet.)

SETON. Well, it doesnt matter; you got what we wanted.

ETHEL. DO you think I wanted to scald the Captain?  

SETON. Rather cruel of you, but alls fair in  

(sees AUGUSTUS) NOW what the mischief  ?

Augustus, go and attend to the skipper. Havent you got any heart, you unfeeling little villain?

AUGUSTUS. Its no part of the  

SETON. (rises) Here, run away, (pushes him to R.) Heres a penny for you to buy sweets with. Only not peppermint balls, this time.

AUGUSTUS. (raging and throwing penny in water violently) When I want your money, Ill ask you for it. (crosses to ETHEL, produces nosegay from under his coat and gives it to ETHEL) Here, miss, (to SETON) So there! (stalks hack on to barge R. and vanishes R. leaving ETHEL and SETON staring at him in amazement)

SETON. There you are you know. Now you see the havoc one lovely woman  

ETHEL. Oh, do be serious.

SETON. All right. Lets have breakfast, (sits cosily beside her on tree trunk, pours out tea, etc.)

ETHEL. Oh, but the Captain said you werent to breakfast here.

SETON. Ah, but Im like Nelson, you know.

ETHEL. I cant see the faintest resemblance.

SETON. Yes. Put my blind eye to the telescope. Now isnt this a jolly trip? Fancy, if I hadnt climbed up that cliff we shouldnt have been here.

ETHEL. (takes milk) Ill get father to put up a wall  with glass bottles.

SETON. Yes. (seriously) We dont want anybody else climbing up there, do we?  (laughs)

ETHEL. Mr. Boyne, I fear I have done you a great wrong.

SETON. (earnestly) No? Really? (soothingly) Have some bread and butter. (hands it)

ETHEL. (takes some, eats) Last night  I thought you were  oh, Im so ashamed of myself  I thought you were  

SETON. I know. I did look it, didnt I?

ETHEL. (rapturously, laughs) You looked it splendidly! (both laugh) And it was all for my sake!

SETON. NO, no, for mine. If I hadnt got em away you wouldnt be here now.

ETHEL. DO you know, Im beginning to be afraid my being here now may be a mistake.

SETON. NO! Has that struck you? Why?

ETHEL. I thought Captain Barley was an old man.

SETON. Well, so he is.

ETHEL. NO. Hes only thirty-six.

SETON. Wha-at? (laughs) Oh, nonsense!

ETHEL. He told me so himself.

SETON. (reflectively) Well, well. Poor old Barley. Wait till he sees the surprise packet!

ETHEL. The surprise packet? Is that slang?

SETON. (laughing) All right, never mind  go on.

ETHEL. Hes been so very attentive, and Im afraid  

(AUGUSTUS appears R. and watches them, crosses at back to L. on barge,)

SETON. Youre afraid youve awakened his boyish affections? Of course you have. Its your mission in life to awaken love, wherever you go.

ETHEL. (blushing and looking down) Mr. Boyne! SETON. (count on fingers) Theres poor Mr.

Manners  and Augustus  and the Captain  and  

AUGUSTUS. (L., shouting) Capn Barley! Bills avin breakfast with the lady, sir!

(CAPTAINS head and shoulders  in shirt sleeves  appear.)

SETON. (to ETHEL  who wants to move) Sit still. CAPTAIN BARLEY. (in a roar) Bill! Bill! Bill! SETON. (half turning and fluttering hand) Hulloa! Better?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (choking) What dye mean by settin there after I told you not to?

SETON. Im only keepin a heye on this young lady, sir.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Come ere!

(SETON turns his hack.)

You wait till Im ready, thats all, my lord. You wait  

(Disappears in bows. AUGUSTUS disappears R. in stern. SETON and ETHEL laugh.)

ETHEL. Hes awfully angry.

SETON. Lets see. Where did I leave off?

ETHEL. Oh, you were talking a lot of nonsense  

SETON. I know. About your sweetness. Why, I could talk about that all day.

ETHEL. Dont waste time. Ive much more serious things to think about.  

(SETON very close to her.)

SETON. Lets put our heads together.

ETHEL. Yes. Oh! quite so close?

SETON. Dont you think so? Seems to clear ones ideas.

ETHEL. Well  go on.

SETON. Lets sit quite still a minute, and think.

ETHEL. (pause. Looks at him) Well?

SETON. Sh! Dont disturb my thoughts ETHEL. Youll be asleep in a minute  

SETON. Sh! I was dreaming we were on a golden boat on a golden sea, sailing to the Fortunate Isles  

ETHEL. Instead of which  

SETON. Instead of which weve got to go home and face your father.

ETHEL. We? Why we? I must do that alone.

SETON. NO, no. Its not the sort of thing a young girl can do.

ETHEL. But what have you to do with it?

SETON. Why, you see, youve eloped with me  

ETHEL. Eloped? With you? Why, Im not even engaged to you!

(CAPTAINS head appears L.)

SETON. NO, thank goodness!

ETHEL. (indignant) Really!

SETON. YOU see, you dont marry the people youre engaged to.  

ETHEL. (with a start of recollection) Oh!  theres Mr. Manners!

SETON. (starts) Where?

ETHEL. I mean: what am I to do with him?

(CAPTAIN comes to c., furious.)

SETON. Oh, hes second-hand  give him to Lucy.

ETHEL. But how am I to explain?

SETON. Why, its all as simple as simple  you and I were going to London to get married  special licence  

ETHEL. Ooh! I never heard such a thing  why I only met you yesterday!

SETON. Thats it. You see, long engagements dont suit you. Youve had one  and its been disastrous. Now ours  just two days  seems about the right length for you.

ETHEL. Of all the impudence  ! (moves.)

SETON. Its the sea air, combined with a way we have in the Navy! (laughs) Think how well itll look in the Morning Post  By special licence, Lieutenant Seton Boyne, R.N., eldest son of Rear-Admiral Sir Ponsonby Boyne, to Ethel  

CAPTAIN BARLEY, (on barge) Whats that?

(AUGUSTUS appears R.)

(Bell ready.)

(Both rise.)

SETON. (airily) Halloa? Got em on?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Got em on! (comes off boat to R. c in a rage) Thats your game, is it? You come gallivantin aboard my ship, with a eye to turnin this pore girls head. None o that, my fine feller. That wont do for Jem Barley. Nor aboard theEart inAnd. This young ladys in my particular charge  

SETON. (innocently) And the other lady, too, Captain?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Other lady? Wots got into your head now?

(AUGUSTUS appears.)

(SETON springs aboard the barge and knocks three times  thundering response from below. SETON goes down to R.)

(Bell)

CAPTAIN BARLEY, (C., starting) Halloa, whats that? (bell) Off with that hatch, Augustus. (L. C., on bank) Dont you be afeard, my pretty. And dont you listen to none o his palaver. Wot I ses I sticks to, steadfast and true, my  my lily o the  

(Knocking stops  no bell  as hatch is opened). ETHEL. Baldwin!

(AUGUSTUS has unfastened the hatch. It is at once raised by the head of MRS. BALDWIN, who presents a hideous spectacle, and fixes a basilisk stare at the horrified CAPTAIN, who stands an image of speechless terror. SETON is looking on with the enjoyment of the artist. AUGUSTUS has retreated in horror at the apparition, so that MRS. BALDWIN and the CAPTAIN enjoy an uninterrupted view of each other.)

BALDWIN. (to CAPTAIN who stands fascinated and paralysed; she speaks slowly and in a sepulchral voice) Oh  you  villain!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (inarticulately) Wha  wha  what!

BALDWIN. Oh, what Ive suffered down in that ole! You  you corsair!

ETHEL. Poor Baldwin!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (turns vaguely) Dyou know her? (sits)

BALDWIN. (coming up a step) And you called me a flirt  a flirt! Oh you  you floating, whitened sepulchre!

SETON. I say, Barley my boy  you do go it, you know.

BALDWIN. Hes been courting me for weeks and weeks. He told me I was his  his  his  

(All eagerly attentive.)

ALL. His  ?

BALDWIN. His  oh, the shameful words!  his Lily of the Valley!

ALL. (deeply shocked) Oh!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (rises, in a husky voice) I didnt. I never did!

BALDWIN. Ive got his letters! Ive got his letters, Miss Smedley.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (with new horror) Miss Smedley  Miss Smedley  not  !

(BARLEY goes to SETON R. AUGUSTUS lugs top of hatch down c.)

SETON. (R.) Only daughter of Major Smedley, of Cliff House. Thats right.

(AUGUSTUS goes L.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Then who  what  why  ?

BALDWIN. What  what have you got to say for yourself?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (very slowly) What have I got to say for myself? What have! What have you got to say for yourself? Youve been a  encourage ing these two to run away.

BALDWIN. What?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (slowly) I suppose  you didnt think I knew you was down there?  (laughs) Ah!

There aint much as goes on aboard my ship as I dont know.

BALDWIN. (incredulously) Oh, indeed! You, looked pretty astonished when you saw me, though!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. I had my reasons for that.

BALDWIN. Reasons?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Yes  I (to AUGUSTUS)

Augustus!

AUGUSTUS. Yes, sir?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. GO and get the lady a looking-glass.

(MRS. BALDWIN puts her hands to her head and screams.

AUGUSTUS helps her on to deck, then places hatch on hold.)

(Enter LUCY R., running down the cliff.)

LUCY. Ethel! (breathlessly) Oh, I havent time to kiss you (hisses her), dear, or to tell you how glad I am to see you, or to wonder who these people are, or what youre doing here, or where (gets L.) youve been. How could you keep us up all night! and such a night I hope I may never spend again; and if you dont want to be locked up all of you and carried off to prison  the Majors coming!

ETHEL. Oh!

SETON. (heroically) Ethel! I am here!

ETHEL. Yes, thats the worst of it! Dear Captain Barley  do save us!

SETON. Pooh! He cant. Hes helpless. (crosses to ETHEL.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY, (roaring) What! helpless! You may be a Har Hen or you may not, but Jem Barley is commander o this ship, and in the face of danger Jem Barley takes the helium! Stand by! (to LUCY anxiously) Where is the Major?

LUCY. (crosses to c.) Hes coming down the hill with Auntie and Herbert and Dibbs, as fast as he can. Thank goodness he cant come very fast.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. YOU go back, miss, and inder im! Inder im as much as you can. (gets R.)

LUCY. (crosses to R., to ETHEL) Oh, I wouldnt be in your shoes  !

(Exit R. ETHEL goes to SETON.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (to BALDWIN) YOU go into Miss Smedleys cabin and make yourself respectable.

BALDWIN. Down there again (firmly) Never CAPTAIN BARLEY. (R., sternly) (Jo and do your air! Augustus, you go and help her.

AUGUSTUS, (R. on deck, looking at MRS. BALDWIN with fear and trembling) Its no part o the third ands dooty to  

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Whats that?

(MRS. BALDWIN, leaning heavily on AUGUSTUSS shoulder, is led off sobbing to R. of deck; AUGUSTUS gets middle.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (goes to c.) Now  you two. ETHEL, (humbly) Yes, Captain, (goes to him) CAPTAIN BARLEY. Dyou know what Ive a mind to do? It would sarve you right if I read the marriage service over you. {murmurs off R.)

SETON. Good idea!

ETHEL. (melodramatically) Oh no, no! not that! (wistfully) Besides, you couldnt  could you? (voices off R.) Oh, here they come! (goes to L.) (Enter on bank R. MAJOR, MRS. SMEDLEY, LUCY, MANNERS, DIBBS following.)

MAJOR. (comes to R. C. on bank) There she is  dont hold me, anybody!

(Nobody thinks of it.)

ETHEL. (crosses to R. c.) Good morning, father! (with a cry she rushes into her mothers arms) Oh! MRS. SMEDLEY. Oh, Ethel!

MAJOR. (to ETHEL) Come away! (parts them, ETHEL gets L. C.) HOW the devil am I to talk to you  

CAPTAIN BARLEY (on bank R. C.) Excuse me. Major Smedley, I believe?

MAJOR. Who the devil are you, sir?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Captain James Barley of the Eart inAnd.

MAJOR. What is my daughter doing in your company, sir? (shouts) Damme, Ill  

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Major  I do not allow bad language in the presence of the fair sects  

MAJOR. (bursting) Upon my soul! Upon my soul!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. At a late hour last night me and this young gentleman  a sailor-man like myself  

ETHEL. Seton! (she crosses to him)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Found this young lady wandering eart-broken by the roaring sea, aving been turned out of ome by a cruel parent  

MRS. SMEDLEY. (R. of MAJOR) Oh, William!

MAJOR. I told you so, maam!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. I offered er the ospitibility of my ship  

MAJOR. Why didnt you bring her home?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (dramatically) The hour was late: you were snug in bed.

MAJOR. Snug in bed!  Snug in damn!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Hush, oh hush! At sunrise this morning we set sail for Hedge End. We were just going to bring her to you  

MRS. SMEDLEY. Oh, Ethel! Alone among these rough  men!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Alone  no, maam. (to AUGUSTUS) Augustus! (gets to L. C.) Ask the lady to step this way when shes fit to look at. (to MRS. SMEDLEY) No, maam, Jem Barley knows better than that. Your faithful servant Jane was also wandering about by the roaring sea looking for her, and we found her a  a  berth too. (looks to SETON)

(BALDWIN appears R. C.)

MAJOR. Baldwin! (turns to R.)

ALL. Baldwin!

MRS. SMEDLEY. Oh, thank goodness!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (turns MAJOR to L.) I do not ask you to thank me, Major  

MAJOR. (goes to CAPTAIN, furious) Thank you! Thank you! (turns to MANNERS) Here, Manners, here she is  

MANNERS. (comes down R. of MAJOR) Excuse me, Major (bows to ETHEL)  you told me to withdraw, you know.

MAJOR. Withdraw? Damme, sir, do you refuse to marry my daughter?

MANNERS. Yes, sir. Im engaged to your niece. (brings LUCY down on his R.)

(ETHEL goes up L. C. and down L.)

MAJOR. Lucy! And what about my daughter, sir?

SETON. (comes to L. c.) Shell be all right, Major.

MAJOR. (crosses to SETON) Who the devil are you, sir?

SETON. My names Seton Boyne. Im a lieutenant on board the Termagant  

MAJOR. Very well then  Ill horsewhip you  

(MRS. SMEDLEY kisses LUCY. LUCY and MANNERS exeunt R.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Hold ard! (R. of MAJOR, in husky and impressive confidence) Only son of Rear-Admiral Sir Pumpsonby Boyle  

MAJOR. What?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Har Hen!

MAJOR. HO!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Bart.!

MAJOR. YOU come home with me at once, miss. (goes to R.)

(CAPTAIN goes on hank.)

ETHEL. Very well, father. Come along  Seton!

SETON. Yes  then we can talk it over quietly.

MAJOR. (goes to SETON) If you think you can talk anything over quietly with me, sir  !

SETON. Well, ill talk it over quietly.

(SETON and ETHEL get L.)

MRS. SMEDLEY. (on hank c., pointing to CAPTAIN) Dont you think  ? (whispers)

MAJOR. Eh?  Oh  well  Hum! (coughs  dig with stick) (to CAPTAIN) Thankee. (goes to R. on hank)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Grunted.

MAJOR. What?

CAPTAIN. Granted  

(MAJOR goes to R.)

MRS. SMEDLEY. (kindly, to CAPTAIN) YOU have been very kind and noble. I shall never forget you. Good-bye. (goes to R.)

MAJOR. Ethel!

SETON. Are you going home now, Major Smedley? MAJOR. We are, sir.

SETON. Thats my way too. I have to pass your house.

MAJOR. YOU  you  young  

(AUGUSTUS helps MRS. BALDWIN on land.) MRS. SMEDLEY. William!

MAJOR. (to her) Man  all Ive got to say is  

MRS. SMEDLEY. Dont say it!

Exeunt R. ETHEL and SETON linger behind, and are half concealed by shrubs. ETHEL seated L.) BALDWIN. Jem!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (C.) Good-bye, maam. BALDWIN. Oh  Jem! (comes down R.c.)

DIBBS. Come along o me, Jane.

(AUGUSTUS takes tray, pail, etc., on deck.)

BALDWIN. John! Oh, John  if you knew what Ive suffered! Like a mouse in a mouse-trap  without any cheese.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (L. of MRS. BALDWIN) Flirt! (MRS. BALDWIN looks at CAPTAIN BARLEY frightened.

Exeunt MRS. BALDWIN and DIBBS R. Pause.) Augustus!

AUGUSTUS. (miserably) Yes, sir?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. HOWS the tide?

AUGUSTUS. Just on the turn, sir.

(CAPTAIN moves up towards barge. ETHEL and SETON emerge from L., come to c.)

ETHEL. (to SETON) GO on, Seton, Ill follow.

SETON. I say  you wont bolt again? (crosses to R., stands apart and looks on)

ETHEL. (tenderly) Captain Barley  Captain Barley!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (who was just crossing the plank) Eh?

ETHEL. I  I want to thank you  

(Music)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (with dignity) No call to thank me, miss. What Ive done Ive done cheerful, (going)

ETHEL. Wont you shake hands?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (holding back) Lor, miss, my rough ands aint fit to touch yours!

ETHEL. Oh, Captain Barley  cant you forgive me?

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Forgive  ? There, there.

(with sincere emotion) God bless you, miss.

SETON. (coming forward) Youre a  youre a brick, you know.

(Bell ready.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (furious)  Eh?  what Well! (after a manly struggle) Put it there, sir.

(AUGUSTUS lowers leeboards, hauls up sails L.)

SETON. (heedlessly) I say! You must come to the wedding!

(CAPTAIN winces, going on hoard, takes plank in.) ETHEL. Sh! (crosses to SETON) Good-bye, Captain Barley, and many, many thanks.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Youre welcome, miss.

(They move off L. SETON with his arm round her.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (looking after them) Augustus  up with the anchor.

AUGUSTUS. Aye, aye, sir!

(AUGUSTUS hauls up anchor, boat moves to L. a foot.) Lower them brails.

AUGUSTUS. Aye, aye, sir! (lowers sail c.) (CAPTAIN fastens brail rope R. AUGUSTUS looks to R., howls on mast.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Whats the matter with you? (unfastens tiller)

(Bell.)

AUGUSTUS. (desperately? between howls) T-t-tooth-ache, sir.

(Boat moves to c.)

CAPTAIN BARLEY. (taking the helm) Youre a young fool, thats what you are. (aside) But there, so am I. Affability, thats what it is, no harm  too much affability.

(As the barge, borne by the tide, begins to move) THE CURTAIN FALLS.

(PICTURE.)


APPENDIX

ACT III.

(Alternative rendering when there is no room for a moving barge.)

An open meadow. On the L. a shrub-clad cliff rises abruptly and the commencement of a path is seen winding up it. At the back an embanked river runs diagonally across the stage from behind the cliff on the L. to nearer the footlights on the R., where it loses itself in a plantation of firs. On the farther side the tops of the rushes and flags in flower are seen. Beyond the river there is a wide expanse of flat meadow landscape bounded on the horizon by downs, similar to that seen through the gap in the shrubs on the R. in ACT I. It is very early morning. Birds call off. A barge is lying at anchor off the near bank. All is still on board. (Pail of mud between embankment and barge R. c. Tree trunk down L.)

(Enter MANNERS down cliff-path. He is in flannels and has a rough bath-towel round his neck. He sits down and proceeds to unfasten boot.)

MANNERS, (yawning) Ha, ha, h, h, hum  

Ooh! (shakes his head)

(Enter LUCY, running down the path. As MANNERS looks up she stops.)

MANNERS. Hullo! (springs up)

LUCY. Mr. Manners.

MANNERS. Good morning, Miss Dallas, (shakes hands) By Jove, you look as fresh as if you had had a good nights rest!

LUCY. HOW can you say such a thing, when you know Ive been up all night crying with auntie, while you  

MANNERS. Ive been up all night being sworn at by the Major. Hes caught an awful cold  cant swear distinctly. I left him snoring in the billiard-room. Even his snores are threatening.

LUCY. And now hes swearing again.

MANNERS. In his sleep? Wonderful!

LUCY. NO, of course not. Dibbs woke him up. Dibbs thinks hes got a clue.

MANNERS. Dibbsll think anything. He is all imagination, Dibbs is. What is it?

LUCY. I couldnt hear very well. They were both talking at once, especially uncle. Something about Ethel going on a ship.

MANNERS. Ship!

LUCY. Yes.

MANNERS. What for?

(LUCY shakes her head. MANNERS sits L. on upper end of tree.)

LUCY. (admiringly) How calm you are I MANNERS. Well, what do you expect?  etc., etc.

APPENDIX to page 108, line 3. (Alternative reindering when there is no room for a moving barge)

(Exeunt LUCY and MANNERS L.)

(Enter CAPTAIN BARLEY and SETON on barge.)

SETON. Morning, Capn. Pretty place, Capn. The young ladyll be able to go ashore and pick buttercups and daisies.

CAPTAIN BARLEY. Young lady! You speak when youre spoken to, my lad, and not afore, else you an me wont talk alike. Go and wash them decks.

SETON. Why, I washed em only half an hour ago!

CAPTAIN BARLEY. It dont matter if you washed em arf a minute ago. Wash em again.

(SETON lowers mop down L. and washes deck.) Augustus! Augustus!

AUGUSTUS. (coming up forecastle, yawning; sulkily) Yes!  (etc., etc., page no, line 3.)

ACT I. LIGHTING PLOT.

Everything full up  White.

PROPERTY PLOT.

Grass mat to cover stage.

Flag-staff with Union Jack flying up stage c.

Telescope on tripod R. of rose-bush up stage a 

Large rose-bush up stage C.

Rustic seat down stage R.

Rustic stool R. of seat down stage R.

Oval flower-bed containing geraniums and hydrangeas C 

Garden chair up stage R. C.

Garden chair down stage L.

Rose-bushes and hollyhocks about stage everywhere. 

Wheelbarrow and rake ready off L.

Cloak on seat R., hat on chair L.

Pinkun on stage at opening.

Novel on stage at opening.

Tobacco, matches, paper parcel of cigars (3), coins, pipe. 

Bread and cheese.

Hand-bag off L.

ACT II. LIGHTING PLOT.

Float and first batten full up.

Lengths at all doors 

Blue lime on back cloth.

Amber lime on perches.

White length behind back cloth (transparency).

Electric fire.

Two electric underground glass globes to resemble gas over fireplace.

Gas jet on counter to light cigars, etc.

PROPERTY PLOT.

Public-house counter down R. of scene.

Practical beer engine on counter.

Till under counter.

Bottles, whisky and brandy, barrels, cigar-boxes, glasses, etc., etc., on shelves behind counter.

Pewter pots, blackjacks, jugs, matches, candle in stick, etc., on counter.

Model of ship over bar door R.

Model of ship over fireplace c.

Model of barge over staircase landing.  

Model of ship over c doors.

Model of fish over window opening.

Stuffed dog in case over door on landing.

Pictures of ships between models on scene.

Kitchen table c.

Windsor chair underneath table.

Windsor chair down L.

Window-seat inside circular window.

High-backed wooden settle each side of fire.

Pipes, tobacco, money, real beer in engine, etc.

Tea-tray ready off R.

Glass crash ready off R.

Two wet umbrellas ready off up R.

Hand-bag ready off up R.

Stool below R.

Two barrels under staircase.

Red window curtain in bow window.

Small red curtain on lower pane of each c door.

Door mat at foot of c doors.

Small mat at foot of stairs.

Cheap oilcloth up stairs.

£5 note for Seton.

Strip of American cloth off at c doors to represent wet pavement.

Rain barrel off L.

China ornaments. Toby jugs (5), etc., on mantelshelf.

Clock on mantelshelf.

Old sporting rifle over mantelshelf and under model of ships. Concertina ready off R.

Prop concertina on stage.

Six-inch platform behind bar to raise Mrs. Porter up. Parcel (brown paper) ready off L.

ACT III. LIGHTING PLOT.

Everything full up  White.

PROPERTY PLOT.

Barge fully rigged. 27 ft long Log (tree) down L.

Grass cloth Quantities of reeds and hemlocks.

Tea-things and tray on barge.

Milk-jug on barge.

Mop on barge.

Bucket on barge.

Plank on barge.

Hair-brush and looking-glass on barge.

Bird call off L.

Bath-towel for Manners.


THE BOATSWAINS MATE
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A PLAY IN ONE ACT
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First performed at Wyndhams Theatre, April 15th, 1907, with the following cast:

BENN. Old letters. Tobacco box, pipe and matches. Pencil and sheet of paper. Pick and shovel.

TRAVERS. Bundle tied to stick. Pipe.

MRS. WATERS. Cash box. Two sovereigns. Double barrelled gun. Candlestick.
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THE BOATSWAINS MATE

SCENE:  The bar at The Beehive Inn. On the L. is a counter, behind which is a door opening into sitting room. There is a wide, low window R. C and a door C which when open, discloses a view of a garden. On the R. is a door opening on to the road. There is a large cupboard down R. and a table C.

(MRS. WATERS is discovered behind the counter. BENN is standing in front of the counter. MRS. WATERS is a pretty, buxom woman of thirty. BENN is a short, thick-set man of over fifty.)

BENN. Theres one thing, Mrs. Waters, that Ive told you times out of number, and I tells you again, solemn and emphatic, and that is, no matter ow many times you refuse me my feelingsll never change.

MRS. WATERS (significantly). Nor mine either. BENN. Cant you give me any ope? (Pushing empty mug towards her.)

MRS. WATERS (petulantly, pushing mug back). No, nor beer either. Its a strange thing, Mr. Benn, but you always ask me to marry you after the third mug.

BENN. Its only to get my courage up. Next time Ill do it, afore I ave a drop; thatll prove to you Im in earnest praps. (He moves towards door R. Brokenly) Good night, Mrs. Waters. Im pained and urt at your insinivation that three mugs, or thirty for the matter o that, could alter my feelings towards you. Good-night, maam.

MRS. WATERS. Stop a moment, Mr. Benn.

BENN (coming back quickly). Then there is ope?

MRS. WATERS. NO, but you can do me a favour. BENN. Anything for you.

MRS. WATERS. My girls gone to stop the night at her mothers, so theres no one to mind the bar while I get my supper. Praps you  

BENN. IS that all, I oped it was something thatd give me a hopportunity to show you how much I  MRS. WATERS  (cutting him short). There! I want my supper. Help yourself, Mr. Benn, while Im gone. I shant be long. (Exit L. into sitting room.)

(BENN hisses his hand to the closed door. He sighs loudly, then lifts flap of counter, and takes up his position behind the counter.)

BENN. Elp myself I (Sighs.) I dont want any beer; Ive lost the relish for it. (He draws a mug of beer while he is talking, in an absent-minded manner.) Someow it seems to choke me. I suppose its love. If I could only show er somehow, what a chance shes missing. (He gazes at the mug of beer with a surprised expression) Minds wanderin I suppose. Any ow its a pity to waste it.

(Raises it to his lips as NED TRAVERS ENTERS R. TRAVERS is a tall erect man of about thirty-eight. He betrays his military training in his carriage. He carries a small bundle.)

TRAVERS. Evening, guvnor BENN. Evenin I TRAVERS. Pint o four, please.

(BENN draws the beer, and hands it to TRAVERS, who pays for it).  

BENN. Fine night.

TRAVERS. Yes, but dry. (Drinks beer.) Heres luck.

BENN. (drinking). Same to you.

TRAVERS (Looking round). Cosy little place youve got.

BENN. Cosy enough, but it aint mine.  

TRAVERS. Arent you the boss?

BENN. NO, friend o mine. A widder. Shes the boss. Im ony minding the bar for er.

TRAVERS. Sly dog.

BENN (annoyed). Eh?

TRAVERS, NO offence, no offence.

BENN. Granted, but there is subjects that  

TRAVERS. I understand.Ave you such a thing as a pipe o baccy, mate?

BENN (handing him a metal box).Elp yourself.

TRAVERS. Thanks.

BENN. Lobster, aint you?

TRAVERS. Was. Now Im my own commander-inchief.  

BENN (taking box and filling his own pipe). Padding it?

TRAVERS. That looks like it? (Holding up afoot encased in a dilapidated boot).

BENN (pointing to a chair by the table in bar).Ave a rest.

TRAVERS (sitting). Ive got plenty of time.

BENN (looking at TRAVERS from behind the counter, aside). Wonder if ed do it? E looks a likely chap, and es down on his luck. Ill tryim, anyow. (To Travers) Have another? (Travers hesitates.) With me.

TRAVERS. Dont mind if I do. (Sitting L. of table.) (Benn draws two mugs of beer, and carries them to the table.) You seem quite at home here.

BENN  (sighs). Wish I was. (Drinks)Eres another kind, love.

TRAVERS (drinks). And many of em.

BENN. Lookin for a job, mate?

TRAVERS. Been lookin for one till my eyes ache.

BENN. Aint over and above fond o work, I spose?

TRAVERS. I love it, but we cant have all we want in this world; (primly) it wouldnt be good for us.

BENN. Would  would arf a quid be any good to you?

TRAVERS (sternly, rising). Look here, just because I asked you for a pipe o baccy   

BENN. NO offence, no offence, I mean if you earned it?

TRAVERS, Whats the job? (resignedly) Gardening and windows I suppose?

BENN (stealthily, and looking at door behind bar). No.  

TRAVERS (sitting down again). Scrubbing, praps? Last house I scrubbed out I did it so thoroughly they accused me of pouching the soap. Damn em.

BENN. And you didnt?

TRAVERS (rising and knocking the ashes out of his pipe). I cant give it back to you, because Ive smoked some of it, and I cant pay you for it, because Ive only got twopence, and that I want for myself. (goes towards door R.) SO long, matey, and next time a poor devil asks you for a pipe, be civil.

BENN (running after him, and taking his arm). I never see such a man for taking offence in all my born days. I ad my reasons for that remark, mate. Good reasons they was.

TRAVERS (picking up his bundle). I daresay.

BENN. Ear me out.

TRAVERS (re-seating himself R. of table, BENN L. of table). Oh, all right. Fire away!

BENN (glancing towards door L. again, and leaning towards him). I spoke of arf a sovereign just now, and when I tell you that I offer it to you to do a bit o burgling, youll see ow necessary it is for me to be certain of your honesty.

TRAVERS. Burgling? Honesty? Struth; are you drunk or am I?

BENN. Meaning, for you to pretend to be a burglar.

TRAVERS (resignedly). Were both drunk, thats what it is.

BENN. If you dont agree, mums the word and no arm done (offering his hand to TRAVERS who takes if).

TRAVERS. Mums the word. My names Ned Travers, and barring cells for a spree now and again, theres nothing against it. Mind that.

BENN. Might appen to anybody (offers tobacco box). Now fill your pipe, and dont go chucking good tobacco away agin (scraping floor with foot).

TRAVERS (picks up the plug which he had thrown away, and puts it in pipe, before refilling it from the box). Lets hear what you want done.

BENN. I aint got it all ship-shape and proper yet, but its in my minds eye. Its been there off and on like for some time.

TRAVERS. Kind of hatching.

BENN. Thats it, atching (shakes hands). Now listen. This ere little public ouse, the Beehive, is kept by a lady  

TRAVERS. A widow; you told me.

BENN. SO I did. Well, to cut it short, shes the lady wot Ive got my eye on.

TRAVERS. I thought as much.

BENN. She wont ave me (looks at him in mournful surprise).  

TRAVERS. Shes got no taste.

BENN (thoughtfully). Spose thats what it is. Shes a lone widder, and the Beehive is in a lonely place. Why, its arf a mile to the nearest ouse from ere.

TRAVERS. Silly place for a pub.

BENN. Ive been telling her ow unsafe it is.

TRAVERS. Wants a man on the premises to protect her  or a dog.

BENN. A dogs no good.

TRAVERS. Youre right, its a man she ought to have.

BENN. So Ive told her.

TRAVERS. What does she say?

BENN. Nothing. She laughs. She dont believe it, dye see? Likewise Im a small man  small, but stiff. She likes till men.

TRAVERS (twisting his moustache). Most of em do. When I was in South Africa  

BENN (interrupting him, rising). My idea is to kill two birds with one stone  prove to er that she does want being protected, and that Im the man to protect her. Dye take my meaning, mate?

TRAVERS. Rather (feels BENNS biceps). Like a lump o wood.

BENN (sitting down again). My opinion is, that she loves me without knowing it.

TRAVERS. They often do. When I was in South  

BENN (interrupting). Consequently I dont want er to be disappointed.

TRAVERS. It does you credit.

BENN. Mind you, Ive got a good head, else I shouldnt ave got my rating as boatswain as soon as I did; and Ive been turning it over in my mind, over and over again, till my brain-pan fair aches with it TRAVERS. Praps thats the beer.

BENN. Beer? No, its the thinkin, Im used to beer.

TRAVERS. Well, whats the plan of campaign?

BENN. If you do what I want you to to-night, and it comes off all right, damme, Ill make it a quid.

TRAVERS. GO on, Vanderbilt, Im listening.

BENN (rising crosses L). YOU clear out of this before she comes in and sees you.

TRAVERS (rising). Why, dyou think she might take a fancy to me?

BENN. Not likely.

TRAVERS. I dont see why not. When I was in South Africa  

BENN. Praps you dont, but stick to the point. As I was saying you wait outside for me. Directly I come out, shell shut up, and go to bed. Then we wait a bit and  

TRAVERS. Not me. Ive a chance of a job tomorrow at Luton; that means a twelve mile tramp. I cant hang about here.

BENN (continuing). We wait a bit, and  

TRAVERS. Whats the use? We cant get a drink if shes shut up.

BENN (sharply). I wish youd shut up; and listen. We wait a bit then I take you round the back there (pointing at window R. C.) and put you through that winder.

TRAVERS (starting). Eh! Oh, do you though?

BENN. You goes upstairs and alarms her, and she screams like  er  screams for help.

TRAVERS. Screams for help? Look here  

BENN. Im watching the house, faithful like, and hear er scream. I dashes in at the winder, knocks you down, and rescues her. (Smiling and shaking his head tenderly.) She clings to me, in her gratitood, and proud of my strength and pluck she marries me.

TRAVERS. An I get a five years honeymoon. Good-night, mate. Good-night. (Turning R.)

BENN. (pulls TRAVERS back). Dont be so asty. Ive arranged for all that.

TRAVERS. That was thoughtful of you.

BENN. In the excitement of the moment you spring up and escape. You can run much faster than I can; anyways you will. The nearest ouse is arf a mile off, and her servants staying till to-morrow at er mothers, ten miles away.

TRAVERS (moving across to door R.). Well, so long mate, thanks for amusing me.

BENN (blankly). You wont do it?

TRAVERS. NO, Im hanged if I do. (Coming C to BENN). Accidents will happen, even in the best regulated burglaries; then where should I be?

BENN. If they did, Id own up and clear you.

TRAVERS. YOU might, and then again you mightnt. So long, mate.

BENN (eagerly). I  Ill make it two quid. Ive took a fancy to you; youre just the man for the job.

TRAVERS (doubtfully). Thanks.

BENN (taking him by the arm). Look ere. Ill give it you in writing. Come, you aint faint-hearted? Why a bluejacket ud do it for the fun of the thing.

TRAVERS. Then get one to do it. Good night. (Moving to door R.)

BENN (pulling TRAVERS back). If I give it to you in writing, and there should be an accident, its worse for me than it is for you, aint it?

TRAVERS. I wasnt worrying about you.

BENN. I give you the two quid afore you come into the house. Id give em to you now if Id got em with me. Thats my confidence in you; I likes the look of you. Soldier or sailor, when theres a mans work to be done, give em to me before anybody.

TRAVERS. But where can you get the money from if you havent got it on you?

BENN. Dont you worry. Ill manage that Ive got a wonderful ead. (Removing hat.)

TRAVERS (looking at him). You have. (Seating himself.) Go on, write it out fair and square and sign it, and Im your man.

BENN (sitting down L. of table. Clapping him on the shoulder). Bravo, matey. (Taking a bundle of papers from his pocket). Theres letters there with my name and address on em. Its all fair, square and above-board. When youve cast your eyes over them Ill give you the writing.  

TRAVERS (standing at R. of table taking letters). Thats what I call business-like. (Turns over the envelopes. BENN takes a pencil from his pocket and writes laboriously.)Ullo! no stamp on this one. You had to pay twopence. Careless girl that. I should talk to her.

BENN (glancing up). Wasnt a girl.

TRAVERS. Oh! Now, judging by the writing  

BENN (looking up, in a very worried manner). No, no, it wasnt a girl, but for Eavens sake dont interrupt, youve made me spell notice with only one T as it is.

TRAVERS. Sorry, mate, I wont say another word.

BENN (after writing a few words).Ow many Us in burglar?

TRAVERS. Its either one or two, but I aint certain which.

BENN. Ive put two, so Im on the safe side.

TRAVERS (walking over to window R. C. and looking out). Yes, youll be on the safe side all through this job. Thatll be the outside. (Pointing to the window.)  

BENN (looking up from his writing.) Eh, what? Were you speaking to me?

TRAVERS. No, only thinking out loud.

BENN. Ive finished. (Hands paper to TRAVERS with a complacent air.) There. Read that. (Rising from chair and crosses L.)

TRAVERS (R. C. Reads; and places the paper in his pocket). Seems all right. You ought to have been a lawyer.

BENN. Not bad for a amateur, eh?

TRAVERS. No, its  

BENN (listening).Ush!

TRAVERS. Eh?

BENN. I can ear her moving. Clear out quick, and wait for me round the corner. She mustnt see you.

TRAVERS. Right you are. (Takes up bundle) Im off. ( Goes out R. He closes door, then re-opens it and puts his head in.) You wont forget to fetch that two quid.

BENN (anxiously). No, no; get out!

(TRAVERS closes door R. as MRS. WATERS enters L.)

MRS. WATERS. I hope youre not tired of waiting, Mr. Benn. Has anyone been in? I thought I heard voices.

BENN takes mugs off table and puts them on counter L.). Yes, one chap; sort of tramp, looked a wrong un.

MRS. WATERS. We get plenty of tramps along here, poor fellers.

BENN. And youre unprotected.

MRS. WATERS. Im not nervous.

BENN. Supposin that chap who was ere just now took it into his head to break in to-night; whats to prevent im?

MRS. WATERS. I do believe youre trying to frighten me. Good-night, Mr. Benn, I must shut up now.

BENN. Ill help you. Ill fasten the window. (Pretends to fasten the window, but, unseen by MRS. WATERS, opens it so that TRAVERS can get in. He pulls down the blind over the open window.) Er  er  could you oblige me with a loan of two pounds for a day or two, Mrs. Waters? Ive ad a rather sudden  

MRS. WATERS. Certainly! ( Takes a cash-box from behind the counter).

BENN. Ill give you an I. O. U. for it. (Crossing to counter L.).

MRS. WATERS. Nonsense; I can trust you with anything, Mr. Benn.

BENN (sighs). Except yourself. (Leaning over counter).

MRS. WATERS (laughing). Now dont start again. (Gives him the money). Heres the money. I hope its for a good object.

BENN. The best object in the world.

MRS. WATERS. Well, good-night, its very late.

BENN. Good-night, Mrs. Waters, and thank you. Dont forget Im always ready, if you do alter your mind.  (Exit R.)

(MRS. WATERS locks both doors. Takes cash-box from behind the counter.)

MRS. WATERS. I suppose some women would be afraid to be left in this lonely house. Thank goodness I dont suffer from nerves. I wonder what Mr. Benn wanted that two pounds for? I hope hes not going to buy an engagement ring on the chance of me changing my mind. (Laughs, takes lamp from table.) I shall be glad to get to bed, I can hardly keep my eyes open. (She goes out L. taking the lamp with her.)

(The stage is in darkness for a few moments. Then the heads of BENN and TRAVERS are seen silhouetted against the white blind over window R. C. It is a bright moonlight night so that all their movements can be clearly seen. TRAVERS pulls the blind aside, and peers cautiously into the room. When the blind is pulled back, the stage is lighted by the moon shining in at the window.)

TRAVERS. Seems quiet. (Climbing half way into the room. He turns to BENN who is pushing him from behind.) Not so hard, I dont want to dive in. (He cautiously climbs into the room.)

(BENN puts his head in at the window.)

BENN (hoarsely). How do you feel?

TRAVERS. Im all right. I feel as if Id been burgling all my life. How about you?

BENN. Narvous.

TRAVERS. What, a bosun nervous? Buck up, mate.

BENN (handing him two sovereigns). Heres the two quids.

TRAVERS. Where did you get em? Why!  you dont mean to say you borrowed em from her?

BENN. NO. I dont mean to say nothing of the sort. Youve got em, thats good enough for you.

TRAVERS (making a movement to climb back out of the window). If I thought  

BENN. Well, dont. Ill do all the thinking in this job.

TRAVERS. All right, Im in for it now, and Ill see it through.

BENN (patting him on the back through the window). Spoke like a Briton. All youve got to do is to frighten er enough, but not too much, mind. When she screams Ill come in.

TRAVERS. And you punch me enough, but not too much, mind, or I might  

BENN. All right  Ill be gentle with you.

TRAVERS. Wont she think it funny you should be so handy?

BENN. NO; its my faithful eart keeping watch over her every night. ( Winks.)

TRAVERS (removing his boots). Well, your faithful eart can keep watch over my boots while Im inside. (Hands boots to BENN). Put em outside, handy for me to pick up. We dont want her to hear me till Im upstairs.

BENN. Aye, ate, mate.

TRAVERS. Good-bye. Now for it; death or victory.

(BENN moves away from the window.)

(Replacing blind over window). Dont want to be seen by anyone passing. Better reconnoiter a bit. Wheres the door I came in by?  locked. Whats this?  A cupboard. (Creeps round the room stopping every few paces to listen. He is obviously nervous.) I dont arf like the job, but two quids two quid, and  (Starts). Good Lor! Whats that?

(BENN puts head round blind.)

Why dont you keep quiet? You gave me quite a start. (At window.)

BENN. Havent you done it yet? I thought youd ave been upstairs by this time.

TRAVERS. Not me, not before reconnoitring a bit. When I was in South Africa  

BENN (impatiently). Well ave the yarn some other time, mate. Come, urry up and get this over, its up-settin my narves.

TRAVERS. Theres no hurry. Slow and sures my motto.

BENN. Youre acting up to the fust part of it any ow.

TRAVERS. If you stop chattering there, and waggling my boots about, how can I get on with it?

BENN. Im off. I dont want to interfere. Ill wait at the bottom of the garden. Youre doing this job, not me.

(Goes away from window.)  

TRAVERS. I am, and I wish I wasnt. Dont want him hanging about (pulls down blind). But here goes. I do hope she wont have a fit. (he goes towards the door, L.) I suppose I go through here to get to the stairs (in opening the flap in the counter, he upsets a mug, which falls to the floor). Deuce take it. Ive done it now (he stands listening for a moment). I dont hear nothing. Heavy sleeper, perhaps (he goes to the door L. and opens it). Bennll think Im lost if I dont  By Jove! shes coming! And shes got a gun (makes a half run to window, then crouches and runs to table. Then he gets into the cupboard R., as (MRS. WATERS Enters L. She carries a candle and a double-barrelled gun. She is in her night-dress. She looks round the room, then slowly walks towards the cupboard in a casual manner.)  

MRS. WATERS. Must have been my fancy, I suppose, or a rat perhaps. (She edges towards the cupboard as she speaks and turns the key.) Got you! Keep still; if you try and break out, I shall shoot you (L. of table).

TRAVERS (hastily). All right; Dont shoot! I wont move.

MRS. WATERS. Better not. Mind, Ive got a gun pointing straight at you.

TRAVERS. Point it downwards, theres a good girl, and take your finger off the trigger. If anything happened to me, youd never forgive yourself.

MRS. WATERS. Its all right so long as you dont move, and Im not a girl.

TRAVERS. Yes, you are, I saw you. I thought it was an angel at first, I saw your bare ankles and  

MRS. WATERS. HOW  how dare you!

TRAVERS. Youll catch cold.

MRS. WATERS. Dont trouble about me.

TRAVERS. I wont give you any trouble. Ill go quiet. Why dont you call for help?

MRS. WATERS. I dont want your advice. I know what to do. Now, dont you try and break out. Im going to fire one barrel out of the window, but Ive got the other one for you if you move.

TRAVERS. My dear girl, youll alarm the neighbourhood.

MRS. WATERS. Just what I want to do (rattles the door C.). Keep still, mind! If you move  

TRAVERS. Stop! Dont do anything rash. Dont do anything youd be sorry for afterwards. Im not a burglar; Im doing this for a friend of yours  Mr. Benn.

MRS. WATERS. Mr. Benn!

TRAVERS. True as I stand here. Here, Ill show you my instructions. Ill put em through the door (pushes the paper through the door).

(MRS. WATERS puts gun on table and goes round table - to door. She seizes the paper and reads aloud).

MRS. WATERS. This is to give notice that I, George Benn, being of sound mind and body, have told Ned Travers to pretend to be a burgular at Mrs. Waters. He aint a burgular, and I shall be outside all the time. Its all above-board, and ship-shape. Signed, George Benn.

TRAVERS. Nicely worded, aint it?

MRS. WATERS. Sound mind  above-board  shipshape. Where is he?

TRAVERS. Out at the back. If you go to the window you can see him. Blow out the candle first, or hell see you.

(She goes up to window, and back to table. She blows out candle.)

(MRS. WATERS goes to window R. C., and lifts a corner of the blind.)

MRS. WATERS. I see him; standing right on my carnations.

TRAVERS. The coward!  

MRS. WATERS. YOU both ought to be ashamed of yourselves. You ought to be punished.

TRAVERS. There is a clothes peg sticking into my back.

MRS. WATERS. I hope itll be a lesson to you.

TRAVERS. It will. A hard one. What are you going to do?

MRS. WATERS. Oh! (She hastily wraps herself in a macintosh that is hanging on a peg behind door C.)

TRAVERS. Yes. You ought to have done that before. Its enough to give you your death of cold.

MRS. WATERS (sharply). Mind your business (walks up and down in thought). Now if I let you out, will you promise to do exactly as I tell you?

TRAVERS. Honour bright.

MRS. WATERS. Im going to give Mr. Benn a lesson he wont forget in a hurry. Im going to fire off this gun, and then run and tell him Ive killed you.

TRAVERS. Eh? (laughing) Oh Lord!

MRS. WATERS. Hsh! stop that laughing. Hell hear you. Do you hear? Be quiet, TRAVERS. Well, let me out!

MRS. WATERS. Wait a moment. (She unties her hair which is tied in a plait. She shakes it over her shoulders, and arranges it with her hands. Before doing this she moves to the side of the cupboard so that TRAVERS shall not see her.) Now you can come out. ( Unlocks the door).

(TRAVERS comes out. She holds the gun ready.)

TRAVERS (stretching himself). I say that was a tight fit.

MRS. WATERS. Thats your fault, you neednt have gone in there.

TRAVERS. It was the only  For Heavens sake do point that gun away. If you knew as much about guns as I do  

MRS. WATERS. All right. Im going into the parlour. Ill fire the gun off in there. Itll sound too loud here. 

TRAVERS. Yes. Fire into a cushion or something. We dont want anybody else to hear. (She goes into the sitting-room.) Poor old Benn! Thisll upset his narves.

(The sound of the explosion is heard).

(MRS. WATERS enters and runs across to the door C.

She unfastens it and throws it open and totters into the arms of BENN, who enters C. She utters a shriek.

TRAVERS conceals himself in room L.).

BENN. What  whats the matter? I  I eard a gun.

MRS. WATERS (in a tragic whisper). A burglar. But its all right; Ive killed him.

BENN. Youve kill  kill  killed him?

MRS. WATERS. Yes. First shot.

BENN (moving to door C.) Poor fellow  poor  

MRS. WATERS (seizing his coat.) Come back!

BENN. I was going to see  whether I could do anything for im. Poor fellow. (Moving to door).

MRS. WATERS pushing him back). You stay where you are. I dont want any witnesses. I dont want this house to have a bad name. Im going to keep it quiet.

BENN. Quiet? How?

MRS. WATERS (pondering and biting finger). First thing to do is to get rid of the body, I suppose.

BENN. Where  where  is he  it?

MRS. WATERS (pointing at the ceiling). Just over where were standing. I must move it soon, or it will spoil my ceiling.

(BENN hastily moves a few feet, and looks at the ceiling apprehensively.)

Ill bury him in the garden, I think. (Cross to window.) Theres a good piece of ground just outside. (Points C.) Its nice and handy, and itll save trouble.

BENN. Ugh!

MRS. WATERS. Whats the matter?

BENN (wiping his head). Nothing! (Shivers), MRS. WATERS. Youre cold Its the night air, I suppose. A little digging will warm you beautifully. Come, get to work; youll find a spade in the tool-house.

BENN (absently), A  a spade  in the tool-house? MRS. WATERS. And while youre digging the grave, Ill go and clean up the mess.

BENN (in a dazed condition, fumbles at his collar). Poor fellow!

MRS. WATERS (crosses and opens door C.). Come along, Ill fetch the spade.

BENN (nervously). I  Ill come with you. (As they go out C.) Poor  fellow!  (Exeunt C.

(TRAVERS cautiously looks out at door L.)

TRAVERSE Shes a marvel, selp me, a marvel! Poor old Benn! Its fair knocked him over. Theyre coming back. He mustnt see the corpse.

(Goes back into room L. as Mrs Waters and Benn are seen outside window C. They have a pick and spade. There is a full moon, so that they, can be seen clearly.)

MRS. WATERS. This is the spot. Itll spoil my flowers but it cant be helped, and perhaps they will be better next year.

(BENN stands spellbound.)

He was a tall man, so the hole must be pretty big. Thank goodness, he wasnt very fat. Come, dont waste time.

BENN. P  poor fellow!

MRS. WATERS. Ill bring the body down when youve gone.

BENN. HOW are you going to get  it down?

MRS. WATERS. Drag it, down stairs  do you think Im going to throw it out of the window?

(TRAVERS comes out of room L.)

BENN. Suppose he isnt dead?

MRS. WATERS. Fiddlesticks! Do you think I dont know? Now, dont waste time talking; it neednt be very deep. Ill put a few cabbages on top; Ive got more than I want.

(During the foregoing dialogue, TRAVERS has cautiously made his way from the room L. to the window R. C. By peering round the curtain he has seen what was passing in the garden.)

BENN (commencing to dig). Poor chap!

MRS. WATERS. Do be quick, you seem quite upset! You said youd do anything for me.

BENN. SO  so I will, but I  I  am a bit taken i aback, and Im not used to digging  graves.

MRS. WATERS. Its quite easy. Now Im going in. Ill be back soon. (She comes in and closes door C. She walks across to room L. and looks in.) Gone! (Looks round and sees TRAVERS at the window.) Ah!

TRAVERS. COME AND LOOK AT HIM. YOURE A WONDER THATS WHAT YOU ARE. IVE BEEN WATCHING FROM HERE. COME AND LOOK AT HIM.

(She goes to the window R. C. TRAVERS struggles to get a view.)

MRS. WATERS. Get back, hell see you.

BENN. IS  is that you, Mrs. Waters?

MRS. WATERS. Yes, of course it is. Who else should it be, do you think? Go on. What are you stopping for?

(TRAVERS stands behind MRS. WATERS and peers over her shoulder. )

TRAVERS. Fine exercise digging.

MRS. WATERS (suddenly). Look out, hell see you.

(TRAVERS in drawing back, bumps his head against the window frame. )

BENN. Wont you come out here, Mrs. Waters? Its a bit creepy for you in there all alone.

MRS. WATERS. Im all right.

BENN (in trembling tones). I keep fancying theres something dodging behind them currant bushes. How you can stay there alone I cant think. I thought I saw something looking over your shoulder just now. Fancy if it came creeping up behind you and caught hold of you!

(TRAVERS creeps up and puts his arm round MRS. WATERS waist.)

MRS. WATERS. Oh! (Speaking in a fierce under-tone.) If you do that again  

TRAVERS. He put it into my head. I should never have thought of such a thing by myself. As a rule, Im one of the quietest.

MRS. WATERS. (turning to window). Make haste, Mr. Benn, Ive a lot to do when youve finished. (Turning to TRAVERS.) Now you get back in there. (Pointing L.) Im going to open the door, and when I come back try to behave yourself as if you were  

TRAVERS. A corpse?

MRS. WATERS. NO, as if you were ashamed of yourself.

TRAVERS. I am. But its been good fun, hasnt it?

(Exit L.)

(MRS. WATERS opens door C. BENN can be seen through the open window digging frantically. There is a pile of earth which he has thrown up.)

BENN. (wiping his brow with his arm) Its  its hard work; and I keep fancying  (Looks round nervously, starts and draws near her)

MRS. WATERS. (Going out and inspecting the hole) Ill finish it  I want a little exercise, and if anybody passed and saw you here it might lead to questions. Now youd better go straight off home, and mind, not a word to a soul about this. (She puts her hand on his shoulder)

(He shudders and draws away,)

BENN. Good night! (As he moves away) Poor fellow!

(Exit down the garden C.)  

MRS. WATERS. He wont want to rescue me in a hurry. (Looks at the pile of earth.) Now, I suppose I must fill this hole up. What an awful mess hes made! (She picks up the spade.)

(TRAVERS comes from room L. and looks through the window).

TRAVERS. Let me, its my grave.

MRS. WATERS. I told you not to come out of that room, but as youre there, you may as well make yourself useful. Im coming in doors, its cold out here without any  with only a mackintosh on (Coming in at door C.)

TRAVERS. Yes, take care of yourself, theres a good girl. Where did I put my boots (lights candle and sits L. of table.)  

(MRS. WATERS closes door with a bang.)

MRS. WATERS. (L.) What awful impudence the man has. But hes not bad-looking, (C.) Why dont you get some settled work?

TRAVERS (putting on boots). Easier said than done. Since I took my discharge from the Army, Ive done all I could get  and thats precious little.

MRS. WATERS. Youve been a soldier? I thought you were afraid of that gun. I  I mean, of course, you know how  how dangerous they are, being used to them.

TRAVERS. Yes, Im an old soldier. But dont you run away with the idea that Im a beggar, because Im not. I pay my way, such as it is. And, by the bye, I spose I havent earned that two pounds Benn gave me? (Rising and going C to MRS. WATERS.)

MRS. WATERS. TWO pounds? Two pounds? Wont I talk to him I TRAVERS. (taking sovereigns from his pocket, and gazing at them regretfully.) Yes, here they are.

MRS. WATERS. Dont you think youve earned them?

TRAVERS (shaking his head.) No, there, take em quick I (Sighs) before I change my mind.

MRS. WATERS (regarding him closely.) Ill  Ill tell him what I think of him when Im tired of the joke.

TRAVERS (as she takes the coins.) Soft hand youve got. I dont wonder Benn was desperate. I daresay I should have done just the samp in his place. Theres only one job Im really fit for, now that Im too old for the Army.  

MRS. WATERS. Playing at Burglars?

TRAVERS. Guess again.

MRS WATERS. Strolling about looking for work?

TRAVERS. (putting arm round MRS WATERS waist) No; Landlord of a little country public house.

MRS WATERS. HOW dare you! (Crosses R. to door. Opening door R. gasping) Good-night!

TRAVERS. Good-bye! I say, I should like to hear how old Benn takes the joke though.

MRS WATERS. (slowly) Well, if you should happen to be passing this way again, and  and like to look in  perhaps Ill tell you. Good-bye!  (C.)

TRAVERS (at door.) Ill look in in two or three days time, say to-morrow. (Taking her hand.) I say! (Softly) it would be an awful joke if he came here and found me landlord. Im fond of jokes. Suppose we think it over?

MRS. WATERS. I can think best when Im alone. Good-bye.

(BENN looks through window. He does not see TRAVERS who is standing behind the door R.)

BENN. I  I couldnt leave you, Mrs. Waters, all alone with  with it. So Ive come back to see if I  (TRAVERS comes from behind door R.) Ha!

(He falls into the grave which is dug just outside the window TRAVERS leans out of the window and pulls him to his feet.

TRAVERS. Come out of my grave.

MRS. WATERS. Its only  only  (Moves fingers with hands raised in an endeavour to remember his name).

TRAVERS (taking her hand and facing BENN as he stands at window staring at them). Only the future landlord of the Beehive.

CURTAIN.

(Business for second curtain. TRAVERS goes to window and pulls down the blind, shutting BENN out. He then returns and embraces MRS. WATERS.
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A PLAY IN ONE ACT

First performance at Wyndhams Theatre, 15th March, 1908, with the following cast:

GEORGE HENSHAW  Mr. H. J. Manning.

MRS. HENSHAW  Miss Helen Palgrave, TED STOKES  Mr. George F. Tully.

TIME IN REPRESENTATION  30 minutes.

SCENE  The kitchen at Henshaws House in Bermondsey. TIME  8 p.m.

Properties.

1. Table.

2. Small table upon which are books and a shade of wax fruit.

3. Chair.

4. Chair.

5. Chair.

6. Mantel, with clock and cheap vases.

7. Clipboard containing blacking brush and bottle of blacking.

8. Dresser upon which are glasses, plates, etc.

9. A shabby carpet.

10. A patchwork rug.

11. Hat pegs.

12. Cheap lace curtains.

13. Green blind drawn over window.

14. White table cloth, afterwards changed for red table cover.

15. Bird cage, covered by a cloth, hanging in window.

16. Chair.
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THE CHANGELING

The kitchen at HENSHAWS House in Bermondsey.

TIME:  Eight oclock in the evening.

The Kitchen is furnished as a living room. There is a window C looking on to the street. On the L. of window is a door which opens on to the street. Up L. is a door which communicates with the washhouse. There is a door down R. opening up stage. There is a table C. upon which are the remains of supper. These consist of a rind of cheese and a small piece of stale bread.

(When the Curtain rises, MRS. HENSHAW is discovered seated at the table. She is an angular woman of thirty-five. She empties the remainder of the beer from the jug into a glass, and drinks it. GEORGE HENSHAW, a scrubby little man of about forty, opens the door C with a latch key and enters. He is dressed in the working clothes of a mechanic. He has a small brown beard, which he tugs habitually in a nervous manner. Upon his entrance MRS. HENSHAW glares at him, then turns her chair and sits with her back to him. He endeavours to appear at ease, and, after wiping his boots with great care, hangs up his hat. He hums a tune with forced cheerfulness. He comes to the table and sits.)

HENSHAW. (nervously) Youve had supper early? (crosses R. )

MRS. HENSHAW. (frigidly) Have I?

HENSHAW. All, I suppose you thought I was kept late. Clocks fast; thats what it is.

(He rises and adjusts the clock. MRS HENSHAW, at the same moment, rises and begins to clear the table. She takes off white table cloth and puts red table cover in its place.)

What  what about my supper?

MRS. HENSHAW. Supper? You go and tell that creature you were on the bus with to get your supper. Im not going to wait on you.

HENSHAW. (with a gesture of despair) I tell you, it wasnt me. Why, I told you so before I wont to work this morning. Once you get an idea into your head and  

(HENSHAW sits R. of table.)

MRS. HENSHAW. (sharply) Thatll do; thatll do. I saw you, George Henshaw, as plain as I see you now. You were tickling her ear with a bit o straw, and that good-for-nothing, friend of yours, Ted Stokes, was sitting behind with another beauty. Nice way o going on, and your wife at ome all alone by erself slaving and slaving to keep things respectable.

HENSHAW. It wasnt me I tell you. (hits table with his fist.)

MRS. HENSHAW. And when I called out to you, you started and pulled your hat over your eyes and turned away. I should have caught you if it hadnt been for that nasty smelly motor, and all them carts in the way and falling down. I cant understand now how it was I wasnt killed; I was a mask of mud from head to foot.

(HENSHAW sniggers and then endeavours to conceal the fact that he has done so.)

(furiously) Yes, you may laugh, and Ive no doubt them two beauties laughed too. Ill take care you dont have much more to laugh at, my man.

HENSHAW. Now, Polly, do be reasonable. Listen to reason, (stands up.)

MRS. HENSHAW. (putting on her hound and cape which are on hat pegs by door C., and taking up umbrella) No, George Henshaw, I will not listen to reason. Im going to run round to Mothers. She dont tickle people on buses. (She goes to door C.)

HENSHAW. (crossing to door C.) What about my  

(She goes out C. slamming the door after her.) Supper? (stands gazing at the door) wonder whether Teds got any grub. Ill just pop over the fence and see.

(Exit L. after which MRS. HENSHAW enters C.)

MRS HENSHAW. (lowering wet umbrella as she enters and shaking skirts). Drat the puddles; (takes off elastic-side boot and shakes it) Ill have to put on my Sunday boots after all. (limps to door R. and exit, leaving the door just swinging to.)  

(TED STOKES and HENSHAW enter L. TED STOKES is a man of about thirty years of age.)

TED. Sorry but Ive just finished the last crumb and that went the wrong way. I was just coming in to ask you what about last night? Did she spot you?

HENSHAW. (gloomily) Yes. And you too. (TED laughs.)

TED. (lightly) Did you tell or shed made a mistake?

HENSHAW. Course I did.  

TED. Wouldnt wash, I spose?

HENSHAW. NO, she saw both of us all right.

TED. Couldnt say shed made a double mistake, I suppose?

HENSHAW. Talk sense.

TED. (sits L. of table, reflectively) I know a chap whatd swear we was with him somewhere else at the time if I gave him half a pint.

HENSHAW. She wouldnt believe im.

TED. (hopefully) Hes a masterpiece at telling the tale. He was a pleeceman once.

HENSHAW. (sits R. of table) He might have been twice, but she wouldnt believe him. Mind if she speaks to you about it, it wasnt me, but somebody like me. You might say he ad been mistook for me before. Dye see?

TED. Why not say it was you? Theres no arm in going for a ride with a friend and a couple of ladies.

HENSHAW. Of course there aint, else I shouldnt ha done it. But you know what my wife is.

TED. (nodding with meaning) Yes. You were a bit larky too. You ad quite a little slapping game after you pretended to steal her brooch, you flirt.

HENSHAW. (angrily) I spose when a gentlemans with a lady he as got to make imself pleasant?

TED. Yes, so long as his wife dont see im.

HENSHAW. NOW, if my missis speaks to you about it, you say that it wasnt me, but a friend of yours up from the country who is as like me as two peas. See?

TED. (knowingly) I see. Name o Dodd  Tommy Dodd.

HENSHAW. (with emotion) Im not playing the giddy goat, and Ill thank you not to.

TED. (offended) All right, any name you like; I dont mind.

HENSHAW. (considering) Brown? Jones? Smith? Jenkins?

TED. Bell? Alfred Bell? I did know a man o that name once. He tried to borrow a bob off of me.  

HENSHAW. All right, thatll do. And youd better make up something about im  where he lives, and all that sort of thing  so that you can stand being questioned without looking more like a silly fool than you can help.

TED. Ill do what I can for you, but I dont spose your missisll come to me at all. She saw you plain enough.

HENSHAW. Its all your fault. Youd no business to ask me to go with you, and I was a silly good natured fool to do it.

TED. YOU stick to your tale and itll be all right. Tell her that you spoke to me about it, and that his name is Alfred Bell  B. E. double L.  and that he lives in  in Scotland. (eagerly) Here! I say! I know what you can do.

HENSHAW. Well?

TED. YOU  you be Alfred Bell. Thats the game.

HENSHAW. Look ere! I dont want none o your larks. Its a serious business for me, I can tell you. You go and take your jokes to them as likes em and aint been kept awake all night and lost their supper.

TED. I aint larking. You be Alfred Bell. Dont you see. Pretend to be Alfred Bell and come with me to see your missis. Ill lend you a suit o clothes and a scarf, and there you are.

HENSHAW. What?

(They cross L.)

TED. Its as easy as easy. Come into my lodgings and Ill rig you up. When we see your missis come ome well come and knock at the door and Ill tell her that youre my friend Alfred Bell come to see her husband because Ive been telling you theres such a wonderful likeness between you. Of course f say how sorry I am you aint in and perhaps we-walks in to wait for you.

HENSHAW. Wait for me? Wait for me!

TED. (winking and digging HENSHAW in the ribs) Yes. To show Mr. Bell the surprising likeness. It is surprising, aint it? Fancy me and you sitting ere and talking to her and waiting for you to come home and wondering whats making you so late.

HENSHAW. But I shall be here.

TED. (impatiently) Yes, but youd be pretending to be Alfred Bell, dont you see? And wed sit here and wait for you to come ome  George Henshaw you know  until we got tired o waiting and then wed go. Then you pop in to my place and get into your own clothes agin, and come back as yourself and your missis tells you all about Alfred Bell and very likely begs your pardon for saying it was you on the bus.

HENSHAW. And what about my voice?

TED. Thats right, go on, it wouldnt be you if you didnt try to make difficulties.

HENSHAW. But what about it?

TED. YOU can alter it, cant you? Improve it; that would be the easiest. Itll come easy enough. Come into my place and change your togs.

HENSHAW. Its not good enough; its too risky. Shed see through it. I cant alter my voice I tell you.

TED. Yes you can. You stay ere and practice, while I run in and fetch the clothes. Youll look proper (goes to door L.)  I wont be alf a minute, Mr. Bell Ha! ha! Goodnight Mr. Alfred Bell. (he goes off L.)

(MRS. HENSHAW pushes door R. open a little way.

She is about to enter when HENSHAW begins to speak. She stands in amazement and then partly closes door and stands listening.)

HENSHAW. (in a high falsetto) How are you, Mrs. Henshaw? (in a deep bass) How are you, Mrs. Henshaw? (in a mixture of the two) How are you, Mrs. Henshaw?

(TED enters L. hurriedly, carrying the clothes, which he puts on table.)

TED. Whats wrong? Hurt yourself?

HENSHAW. Practising, you fool.

TED. I thought you was calling for elp. (c behind table.)

HENSHAW. HO, did you? Well I told you I couldnt do it, and I wont.

TED. Youll be all right. (picks up a gaudy scarf) Look what Ive brought you. I wouldnt trust anybody else with it. I aint wore it myself yet. I was keeping it for Sunday.

HENSHAW. (looking at it) I wish you ad.

TED. (annoyed) Whats the matter with it?

HENSHAW. (gloomily) Oh, its all right, but it wont ide my voice.

TED. Look here. Ill tell you what you must do. Youll have to ave a bad cold and talk in usky whispers. You caught a cold travelling in the boat from Scotland, why, and of course you made it worse going for a ride on the outside of a bus with me and a couple o ladies, (hits him in the ribs) See? Try usky whispers now.

HENSHAW. I feel such a silly fool.

TED. That dont matter. Now then, say  ow are you, Mrs. Henshaw, pleased to meet you, as if youd got a cold in your ead.

HENSHAW. (huskily) How are you, Mrs. Henshaw, pleased to meet you.

TED. Splendid. (shakes hands with HENSHAW) Shell never recognise that. Why I should never ave known you. Never. Its wonderful. Why didnt you tell me you could act like that?

HENSHAW. I didnt know it myself.

TED. NOW for the clothes. (taking up trousers which are of a loud check pattern) Pretty pattern, aint it? Just the thing for a Scotchman. (front of table.)

HENSHAW. (gloomily) Or a nigger minstrel. (puts trousers on over his own.)

TED. (annoyed)Ere, I say, thatll do.

HENSHAW. NO offence, mate.

TED. (helping him to put on coat) All right. (admiringly) What a fit!

HENSHAW. (moving his arms) Bit big, peraps?

TED. Not it. (taking up scarf and helping HENSHAW to put it on) Latest thing in scarfs, this is, theyd only just got em in.

HENSHAW. (moving his neck very carefully) I wish they hadnt. I cant breathe.

TED. All the better, itll make you usky. Now dont you forget to act the part. Be bright and cheerful; be a sort of ladies man to her, same as she saw you with the one on the bus. Be as unlike yourself as you can.

HENSHAW. (wriggling in the clothes) Well, I dont feel like myself.

TED. And dont forget yourself and call her byer pet name.

HENSHAW. (indignantly) Pet name; Pet name! Youll alter your ideas of married life when youre caught, my lad, I can tell you! Ow do I look?

TED. A treat. A fair treat. (takes a snuff-box from his pocket) And eres the artful little dodge thatll make your wife certain youre not you.

HENSHAW. What is it? Pills?

TED. NO. Its a snuff-box what belonged to my old granfather. You never take snuff do you?

HENSHAW. Filthy abit.

TED. Well, youve got to. Youre Scotch, and you must fetch it out, casual like, and say to me, Will ye tak a pinch o sneezin the noo?

HENSHAW. Whats that mean?

TED. Its Scotch for ave a taste.

HENSHAW. I cant speak foreign languages, and whats more, there aint any snuff in it.

TED. Thats awkward. (picks up pepper-pot from cruet on table) Thisll do as well. (fills the box with pepper) Youll sneeze fust rate with that.

HENSHAW. (gloomily) Wonderful clever at thinking of things, you are.

TED. Thats what my old mother always said. (Looks at HENSHAW) There, I nearly forgot one thing.

HENSHAW. What?

TED. Your air. I must alter that.

HENSHAW. What?

TED. Just dye it a bit with something or other. (looks round the room) Sootd do it a treat. (goes to fireplace)

HENSHAW. Im not going to have my air messed about, besides suppose the old cat aint in and my missus comes back.

TED. (persuasively) Come, George, you aint going to spoil the ship for a haporth of air.

HENSHAW. Haporth be blowed. Why, Id have to wash my ead after it.

TED. We must brush it up a bit then, thats all. Got a brush? Oh, heres one. Thisll do. (takes boot brush and blacking bottle from cupboard)

HENSHAW. Its all dirty.

TED. I never see such a fault-finding chap as you in all my life. Sit down. (brushes Henshaws hair up from his forehead) You look quite andsome with it like that, shell never know you.

(Pours blacking from a bottle on to the brush, unseen by HENSHAW and applies the brush to HENSHAWS head.)

HENSHAW. If Id known what Id got to go through, Id never ave taken this game on.

TED. Think what youd ave to go through if you hadnt, (looks admiringly at his handiwork)

There! Its wonderful what a little blacking   

HENSHAW. Eh?

TED. Blacking brushll do.

HENSHAW. (springing up from chair and looking at front door) I thought I heard her coming. Listen! Yes, here she comes.

TED. (picking up clothes) Quick, lets go and finish in my place, and then come round the front way. (watches HENSHAW go out) Im proud of you, George, I really am. Youre a reglar picture. Your own little wifie wont know you. (they go off L. carrying the clothes)

(Enter MRS. HENSHAW R. She shakes her fist.)

MRS. HENSHAW. Oh! Wont know you, wont she? Thats their little game is it? (stands C gazing at door L., then walks up and down reflecting) Well, well see (takes off mantle and bonnet and hangs them on nail behind door C and seats herself by table)

(There is a timid knock on the door C. MRS. HENSHAW smiles knowingly and nods to herself. She goes to the door and opens it. TED stands awkwardly on the threshold.)

TED. (endeavouring to appear at ease) Is George in?

MRS. HENSHAW. NO.

TED. Working overtime?

MRS. HENSHAW. (preparing to close the door) He aint in.

TED. Oil, Im sorry for that. I wanted to see im partikler. I brought a friend o mine, name o Alfred Bell or here on purpose to see im. (beckons to HENSHAW who is keeping in the background)Ere, Alf.

(HENSHAW comes forward timidly.)

MRS. HENSHAW. George!

TED. (gleefully) Ah, I thought youd make that mistake. That aint George, thats my friend Mr. Alf ted Bell. Aint it a extraordinary likeness? Aint it wonderful? Thats why I brought im up; I wanted George to see im.

(MRS. HENSHAW stands grimly eyeing GEORGE, who regards her nervously.)

His living image, aint he? (to HENSHAW) Alf, this is my pal, Georges missis.

HENSHAW. (huskily) Good evening to you.

TED. He got a bad cold coming from Scotland, and foolish-like he went outside a bus with me last night and made it worse. He would go though I told im how it would be. Thats the worst of Scotchmen; theyre so obstinate.

MRS. HENSHAW. O  oh! Indeed! Really!

TED. He wouldnt believe what T told im about the likeness between im and George. Thats the worst o Scotchmen, they wont believe anything they dont see. Hes quite curious to see George. He was going back to Scotland to-night if it adnt been for that. Hes waiting till to-morrow just to see George, aint you, Alf?

HENSAW. (nervously) After all praps Id better go to-night. I shall be up this way agin next year praps and I could see im then, (goes to door C. TED pulls him back)

TED. Nonsense. Besides George would like to see you. (to MRS. HENSHAW) I spose he wont be long.

MRS. HENSHAW. (glaring at HENSHAW) I dont suppose so.

TED. (ignoring HENSHAWS attempts to get away) I daresay if we was to wait a little while  

MRS. HENSHAW. (encouragingly) Come in.

HENDERSON. (nervously) I think praps it would be better for me to go back to-night.

MRS. HENSHAW. (pleasantly) Come in, and sit down.

TED. Yes, come in, Alf. (taking HENSHAWS arm and leading him in)Es a bit shy, Mrs. Henshaw, owin to having lived all his life in Ire  Scotland. Thats the worst o Scotchmen, theyre so shy.

MRS. HENSHAW. He do seem a bit shamefaced like.  

TED. But hes quite the ladies man, though, quite. Never happy except when hes in their society.

MRS. HENSHAW. (glaring at HENSHAW, who stands awkwardly turning his hat in his hands) In-deed.

TED. Ha! You should ha seen im last night on the bus. We had a couple o lady friends he met in the train with us, and even the conductor was surprised at his goings on.

(HENSHAW frowns at TED to stop.)

MRS. HENSHAW. Carrying on, was he?

TED. Carrying on like one oclock. Called one of em his little wife, and asked her where er wedding ring was.

HENSHAW. (very hoarsely) I didnt. I didnt.

TED. Theres nothing to be ashamed of. Only, as I said to you at the time, Alfred, I says, its all right for you as a single man, but you might be the twin brother of a pal o mine  George Henshaw by name  and if some people was to see you they might think it was im. Didnt I say that?

HENSHAW. (helplessly) You did.

TED. And he wouldnt believe me. Thats why I brought him round to see George.

HENSHAW. (edging towards the door C.) But hes out. Adnt we better   

MRS. HENSHAW. NO. Sit down, Mr. Bell, and make yourself comfortable. Pretend youre at home and have a pipe if you like, (they sit. MRS. HENSHAW R., TED STOKES C. and HENSHAW L. of table)

(During this scene MRS. HENSHAW plainly enjoys the situation. HENSHAW is sitting nervously with his legs tucked under the chair. At every opportunity TED in pantomime urges him to play the man, twists his moustache and crosses his legs as hints.)

HENSHAW. Er  thanks I TED. He dont smoke. He takes snuff, hes Scotch. Hes always at it. (making signs to HENSHAW)

HENSHAW. (slowly taking out snuff-box and offering it to TED) Peraps you  

TED. (hurriedly) Not me.

(HENSHAW takes a small pinch of pepper and cautiously sniffs at it. He gets very red in the face and struggles to suppress a sneeze.)

Fair revels in it, dont e?

MRS. HENSHAW. (as HENSHAW sneezes violently) I thought it only made you sneeze when you werent used to it.

TED. Alf always does it. Says it clears is head. MRS. HENSHAW. (affably as HENSHAW struggles with another sneeze) He looks more like George than ever when hes pulling them ugly faces.

TED. Didnt I tell you it was a wonderful likeness?

MRS. HENSHAW. I should like to see the two of em together. I should have taken him for my husband anywhere.

TED.  (smiling and shaking his, head) You wouldnt if youd seen im the other night.

MRS. HENSHAW. (with sudden loudness) Carrying on again was he?

HENSHAW. (glaring at TED, and speaking in a stentorian voice) No.

MRS. HENSHAW. Colds better, aint it, Mr. Bell?

HENSHAW. (very huskily) No  no, the snuff  er  cleared my throat.

MRS. HENSIIAW. Have some more.

HENSHAW. (quickly) Not now.

MRS. HENSHAW. (to TED) And what was it you were saving e was doing the other night?

TED. (looking doubtfully at HENSHAW) I wont tell tales out of school.

MRS. HENSHAW. (coquettishly) Not if I ask you to?

TED. Ask im. (to. HENSHAW) What was it you was doing the night before last, eh, Alf?

HENSHAW. (to MRS. HENSIIAW, hastily) I went for a quiet walk round Southwark Park, all by myself. Then I met Mr. Stokes, and we had one lemonade together at a public house. Thats all.

(MRS. HENSHAW looks at TED, Who winks and shakes his head.)

Its as true as my name is  Alfred Bell.

TED. Have it your own way.

MRS. HENSHAW. I wish my husband spent his evenings in the same quiet way, Mr. Bell.

TED. Dont he? He always seems quiet enough to me. Too quiet I should say. Why, I never knew a quieter man. I chaff im about it sometimes. Always in a hurry to get omo.

(HENSHAW signals his approval of this speech.)

MRS. HENSHAW. He may say so to you to get away from you, but he dont come home all the same. He does say youre hard to shake off sometimes.

(TED glares at HENSHAW, who denies his wifes statement in dumb show.)

TED. Pity e didnt tell me. I aint one to force my company where it aint wanted.

MRS. HENSHAW. NO, thats what I say. Ive said to him sometimes, why dont you tell Ted Stokes plain that you dont like his company? But he wont. That aint his way. Hed sooner talk of you behind your back.

TED. What does he say? (rises and crosses L.)

MRS. HENSHAW. Promise me you wont tell him if I tell you?

TED. (looking coldly at HENSHAW) I wont tell him.

MRS. HENSHAW. I dont know that I ought to tell you, but I get so sick and tired of him coming home and grumbling about you, so praps itll do good to tell you.

TED. GO on.

MRS. HENSHAW. He says you act as if you thought you knew everything and your everlasting jaw worries him to death. He says he cant get a word in edgeways sometimes.

TED. GO on.

MRS. HENSHAW. And he says its so much trouble to get you to pay for your share of the drinks that hed sooner pay himself and have done with it.

TED. (springing out of chair and glaring at HENSHAW who mouths denial) Anything else?

MRS. HENSHAW. Heaps and heaps of things, but I dont want to make bad blood between you.

TED. Dont mind me. Praps Ill tell you some things about him some day.

MRS. HENSHAW. Tell me now. I dont mind Mr. Bell hearing; not a bit.

HENSHAW. I dont want to hear family secrets. It wouldnt be right.

TED. Well, I dont want to say things behind a mans back. Lets wait till George comes in, and Ill say em before his face.

MRS. HENSHAW. Tell us now, itll amuse Mr. Bell.

HENSHAW. (eagerly) No, it wouldnt, T dont like secrets.

TED. (firmly) No, wait till George comes ome.

MRS. HENSHAW. (to HENSHAW) There now, Mr. Bell, youve been chatting so to me, that I quite forgot to ask you to have a glass of ale. Ill run and draw a jug. I wont be a minute.

(She takes jug from dresser and goes off L. TED goes to HENSHAW, who backs away from him and picks up a chair with which to defend himself.)

TED. Ive learnt a bit to-night. Ho, you crocodile! Ho, you whitewinged supplechre.

HENSHAW. I swear its a lot of lies. I believe she was suspicious and said all that just to try us.

TED. Likely, aint it. (loudly) Why, she swallowed it like a lamb.

HENSHAW. Ush! Shell ear you. Lets slip out while shes gone, and Ill put my own clothes on, and  

TED. Not me. Im going to ave a drink. Telling all these lies on your account has made me dry.

HENSHAW. Well, Im going. I cant stand this any longer. Tell her Ive gone back to Scotland.

(goes out C as MRS. HENSHAW enters L. with jug of beer.)

MRS. HENSHAW. Why, wheres your friend? (brings glasses from dresser to table)

TED. Oh, he remembered ed got an appointment, in  in  Scotland, and urried off.

MRS. HENSHAW. He might have said good-bye. Now I shant see im and George together.

TED. His boat  er  train starts at  er  Hes just got time to catch it.

MRS. HENSHAW. Pity I was so ong (pours him out a glass of ale), but it took a long time to draw.

TED. (takes a drink) Beer getting low?

MRS. HENSHAW. NO, I dont think its getting low. Something ad got stuck in the tap.

TED. (nodding)Ops I expect. (drinks again)

MRS. HENSHAW. Black beetle I think. (TED puts glass down hastily and shudders) What, is it flat? Let me freshen it up for you. (advances with jug.)

TED. (firmly) No, thanks; not another drop. Ive ad one already this evening. (turns head, shudders and wipes mouth on his sleeve) Well, I must be going too. Got to be up early to-morrow.

MRS. HENSHAW. (in surprise) What, another beanfeast?

TED. (regarding her) Work! Good night. (crosses)

MRS. HENSHAW. GOOD NIGHT. (goes to open door C.)

TED. Ill pop over the fence. I havent got the front door key.

MRS. HENSHAW. (AS TED GOES OFF L.) All right. Good night.

(She bolts the door after him and then bolts the door C. She puts the room to rights, talking as she does so.)

MRS. HENSHAW. There you are Mr. Alfred Bell George Henshaw. Now its my turn  Ill do a bit o play-acting and see ow you like it; and I dont want no usky voice neither. You can sleep in Scotland to-night for a change; and if you dont like that try half o Teds bed.

(She brings candle from dresser and takes it to table. She yawns once or twice and glances at door C. There is a sound of a latch-key in the lock and the door is tried, but as it is bolted, it cannot be opened.)

Ah! There is my lord.

(HENSHAW knocks at the door C. MRS. HENSHAW opens it. HENSHAW stands by the door. He has resumed his own clothes.)

MRS. HENSHAW. (in high-pitched affected voice) Why! Good gracious, Mr. Bell! Did you miss your train?

HENSHAW. Bell? Bell! Its me, Polly.

MRS. HENSHAW. GO away at once, Sir! How dare you call me by my Christian name? Im surprised at you.

HENSHAW. Its me, I tell you  George! (attempts to enter but is prevented by MRS. HENSHAW)  

MRS. HENSHAW. Thatll do, you cant come in here. Im not one of your bus ladies you know.

HENSHAW. I dont know what you are driving at. What are you calling me Bell for?

Mrs Henshaw. Now, Mr Bell, I dont want no nonsense. You go off ome.

Henshaw. Im George. I tell you-your usband George.

MRS. HENSHAW. (APPEARING TO HESITATE AND peering at him) Im sure I dont know what to make of it. Ted Stokes brought round a man named Bell to-night, so like my husband that I cant tell the difference. I dont know what to do, but I do know this  I dont let you in until I have seen you both together, so that I can tell which is which. I dont mean to ave no mistakes.

HENSHAW. (startled) Both together. I tell you Im George. Look at me!

MRS. HENSHAW. I am looking but its no good. I cant tell. I must see you both together.

HENSHAW. But where is this Mr. Bell?

MRS. HENSHAW. Well, if youre not him he went off to Scotland ten minutes ago. If youre George youd better go and find him, and if youre Alfred Bell you ought to be ashamed of yourself. (prepares to close the door)

HENSHAW. Wait a bit. Heres Ted, hell tell you who I am. (beckons)

MRS. HENSHAW. Ted?

HENSHAW. (meekly) Yes, Polly.

MRS. HENSHAW. Well, of all the impudence! How dare you Polly me. How dare you carry on like this? What do you mean by it?

HENSHAW. Its me. I tell you.

(TED STOKES appears by his side.)

TED. Its him right enough; its your husband. Alfred Bell has gone back to Scotland.

MRS. HENSHAW. HOW dare you stand there and tell me them falsehoods, Ted Stokes. I wonder the ground dont open and swallow you up. Ill tell my dear husband of your goings on.

TED. I tell you this is George. Bring the candle up and ave a good look at him.

MRS. HENSHAW. I dont want any of your nonsense, Ted Stokes. Its Mr. Bell, and if you dont both go away Ill call the police.

HENSHAW. If you cant tell us apart, how do you know Im Mr. Bell? Come now, answer me that.

MRS. HENSHAW. How do I know? How do I know! Why, because directly after you and Mr. Stokes ad gone my husband came home.

HENSHAW. Came home?

Mrs. HENSHAW. Yes, and dont make so much noise, hes gone up to bed.

HENSHAW AND TED.(agast and together) Gone up to bed?

(Both start. She pushes them out with the door, slams and bolts it, and taking up candle pauses at door R. and blows a kiss towards door C.)

CURTAIN.


THE GHOST OF JERRY BUNDLER
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THE GHOST OF JERRY BUNDLER.

SCENE.  The Commercial Room in an old-fashioned hotel in a small country town. An air of old fashioned comfort is in evidence everywhere. Old sporting prints on the walls.

On the table up C. are half a dozen candlesticks, old-fashioned shape with snuffer attached. Two pairs of carpet slippers are set up within fender. Red curtains to window recess. Shutters or blinds to windows. Armchair and about six other chairs in the room. One old-fashioned settle. One small table. Clock. Decanter of water, half a dozen toddy tumblers. Matches, etc. The only light is a ruddy glow from the fire. Kettle on hob. Moonlight from R. of window when shutter is opened. Practical chandelier from ceiling or lights at side of mantelpiece. DOCTORS coat and muffler on chair up L., his cap on mantelpiece.

All lights out, dark stage. Opening music. Curtain rise  ticking of clock heard. Wind, then church clock chimes, the Lights come very slowly up, when the red glow is seen in the fireplace the low murmurs of the characters heard, and gradually get louder as lights come up to when SOMERS voice tops all.

(The stage occupied by all characters except GEORGE the waiter. Discovered, PEN FOLD, sitting in arm chair L. of fire, above it. DOCTOR LEEK standing above fire and leaning on mantleshelf HIRST sitting on settle below fire and nearest to audience. SOMERS seated on settle with him but above him. MALCOLM and BEL- DON on chairs R. C., facing fire. ALL are smoking, and drink from their respective glasses from time to time. SOMERS has just finished a story as Curtain rises.)

OMNES. Oh, I say, that sounds impossible, etc. SOMERS. Haunted or not haunted, the fact remains that no one stays in the house long. Its been let to several tenants since the time of the murder, but they never completed their tenancy. The last tenant held out for a month, but at last he gave up like the rest, and cleared out, although he had done the place up thoroughly, and must have been pounds out of pocket by the transaction.

MALCOLM. Well, its a capital ghost story, I admit, that is, as a story, but I for one cant swallow it.

HIRST. I dont know, it is not nearly so improbable as some I have heard. Of course its an old idea that spirits like to get into the company of human beings. A man told me once, that he travelled down by the Great Western, with a ghost as fellow passenger, and hadnt the slightest suspicion of it, until the inspector came for tickets. My friend said, the way that ghost tried to keep up appearances, by feeling in all its pockets, and even looking on the floor for its ticket, was quite touching. Ultimately it gave it up, and with a loud groan vanished through the ventilator.

(SOMERS, MALCOLM and LEEK laugh heartily.)

BELDON Oh, I say come now, thatll do.

PEN FOLD (seriously). Personally I dont think its a subject for jesting. I have never seen an apparition myself, but I have known people who have, and I consider that they form a very interesting link between us and the after life. Theres a ghost story connected with this house, you know.

OMNES. Eh! Oh? Really!

MALCOLM (rising and going to mantelpiece, takes up his glass of toddy). Well, I have used this house for some years now. I travel for Blennet and Burgess  wool  and come here regularly three times a year, and Ive never heard of it. (Sits down again on his chair, holding glass in his hand.)

LEEK. And Ive been here pretty often too, though I have only, been in practice here for a couple of years, and I have never heard it mentioned, and I must say I dont believe in anything of the sort, In my opinion ghosts are the invention of weak-minded idiots.

PENFOLD. Weak-minded idiots or not, there is a ghost story connected with this house, but it dates a long time back.

(GEORGE, the waiter, enters D. L. with tray and serviette.)

Oh, heres George, hell bear me out. Youve heard of Jerry Bundler, George?

GEORGE (C.). Well, Ive just eard odds and ends, sir, but I never put much count to em. There was one chap ere, who was under me when fust I come, he said he seed it, and the Guvnor sacked him there and then. (Goes to table by window, puts tray down, takes up glass and wipes it slowly.)

(MEN laugh.)

PENFOLD. Well, my father was a native of this town, and he knew the story well. He was a truthful man and a steady churchgoer. But I have heard him declare that once in his life he saw the ghost of Jerry Bundler in this house; let me see, George, you dont remember my old dad, do you?

(GEORGE puts down glasses over table.)

GEORGE. NO, sir. I come here forty years ago next Easter, but I fancy he was before my time.

PENFOLD. Yes, though not by long. He died when I was twenty, and I shall be sixty-two next month, but thats neither here nor there.

(GEORGE goes up to table C tidying up and listening.)

LEEK. Who was this Jerry Bundler?

PEN FOLD. A London thief, pickpocket, highwayman  anything he could turn his dishonest hand to, and he was run to earth in this house some eighty years ago.

(GEORGE puts glass down and stands listening.)

He took his last supper in this room.

(PENFOLD leans forward. BELDON looks round to L. nervously.)

That night soon after he had gone to bed, a couple of Bow Street runners, the predecessors of our present detective force turned up here. They had followed him from London, but had lost scent a bit, so didnt arrive till late. A word to the landlord, whose description of the stranger who had retired to rest, pointed to the fact that he was the man they were after, of course enlisted his aid and that of the male servants and stable hands. The officers crept quietly up to Jerrys bedroom and tried the door, it wouldnt budge. It was of heavy oak and bolted from within.

(OMNES lean forward, showing interest.)

Leaving his comrade and a couple of grooms to guard the bedroom door, the other officer went into the yard, and, procuring a short ladder, by this means reached the window of the room in which Jerry was sleeping. The Inn servants and stable hands saw him get on to the sill and try to open the window. Suddenly there was a crash of glass, and with a cry, he fell in a heap on to the stones at their feet. Then in the moonlight, they saw the face of the highwayman peering over the sill.

(OMNES move uneasily.)

They sent for the blacksmith, and with his sledge-hammer he battered in the strong oak panels, and the first thing that met their eyes was the body of Jerry Bundler dangling from the top of the four-post bed by his own handkerchief.

(OMNES sit back, draw their breath, and are generally uneasy. Slight pause?)

SOMERS. I say, which bedroom was it? (Earnestly). PENFOLD. That I cant tell you, but the story goes that Jerry still haunts this house, and my father used to declare positively that the last time he slept here, the ghost of Jerry Bundler lowered itself from the top of his four-post bed and tried to strangle him.  

BELDON (jumps up, gets behind his chair, twists chair round; nervously). O, I say, thatll do. I wish youd thought to ask your father which bedroom it was.

PENFOLD. What for?

BELDON. Well, I should take jolly good care not to sleep in it, thats all. (Goes to back.)

(PENFOLD rising, goes to fire, and knocks out his pipe, LEEK gets by armchair.)

PENFOLD. Theres nothing to fear. I dont believe for a moment that ghosts could really hurt one. (GEORGE lights candle at table.) In fact, my father used to say that it was only the unpleasantness of the thing that upset him, and that, for all practical purposes, Jerrys fingers might have been made of cotton wool for all the harm they could do.

(GEORGE hands candle, gets to door and holds it open.)

BELDON. Thats all very fine, a ghost story is a ghost story, but when a gentleman tells a tale of a ghost that haunts the house in which one is going to sleep, I call it most ungentlemanly.

(BELDON places his chair to L. of table R. PENFOLD goes up to C. LEEK sits in arm chain BELDON goes to fire-place.)

PENFOLD. Pooh! Nonsense. (At table up C.).

(During his speech GEORGE lights one of the candles.)

Ghosts cant hurt you. For my own part, I should rather like to see one.

OMNES. Oh, come now  etc.

PENFOLD. Well, Ill bid you good-night, gentlemen, (He goes towards door L. GEORGE opens it for him; he passes out as they all say.)

OMNES. Good-night.

(HIRST rises, crosses to L. C.)

BELDON (up R., calling after him). And I hope Jerryll pay you a visit.

MALCOLM (rises, goes to fire). Well, Im going to have another whisky if you gentlemen will join me. I think itll do us all good after that tale. George, take the orders.

(GEORGE comes down with salver to table R., gathers up glasses.)

SOMERS. Not quite so much hot water in mine. MALCOLM. Ill have the same again, George. BELDON. A leetle bit of lemon in mine, George. LEEK. Whisky and soda for me, please.

HIRST. Whisky!

(GEORGE goes to table R., collects glasses, crosses to door L. speaks.)

GEORGE (to MALCOLM). Shall I light the gas, Mr. Malcolm? (At door.)

MALCOLM. NO, the fires very comfortable, unless any of you gentlemen prefer the gas.

OMNES. NO, not at all  etc.

MALCOLM. Never mind, George. ( This to GEORGE as no one wants the gas.) The firelight is pleasanter.

(Exit GEORGE for orders L.)

(BELDON gets C.)

MALCOLM (at fire). Does any gentleman know another  ?

SOMERS (seated R.). Well, I remember hearing  

BELDON (up C.). Oh, I say  thatll do.  

(OMNES laugh.)

LEEK. Yes, I think you all look as if youd heard enough ghost stories to do you the rest of your lives. And youre not all as anxious to see the real article as the old gentleman whos just gone.

HIRST (looking to L.). Old humbug! I should like to put him to the test. (C.) (Bus.) I say, suppose I dress up as Jerry Bundler and go and give him a chance of displaying his courage? I bet Id make the old party sit up.  

MALCOLM. Capital!

BELDON. A good idea.

LEEK. I shouldnt, if I were you.

HIRST. Just for the joke, gentlemen (C.).

SOMERS. NO, no  drop it, Hirst.

HIRST. Only for the joke. Look here, Ive got some things thatll do very well. Were going to have some amateur theatricals at my house. Were doing a couple of scenes from The Rivals, Somers, (pointing to SOMERS) and I have been up to town to get the costumes, wigs, etc., to-day. Ive got them up-stairs  knee-breeches, stockings, buckled shoes, and all that sort of thing. Its a rare chance. If you wait a bit.

Ill give you a full dress rehearsal, entitled Jerry Bundler, or the Nocturnal Stranger. (At door L.).

LEEK (sneeringly). You wont frighten us, will you?

HIRST. I dont know so much about that  its a question of acting, thats all.

MALCOLM. Ill bet you a level sov, you dont frighten me.

HIRST (quietly). A level sov. (Pauses.) Done. Ill take the bet to frighten you first, and the old boy afterwards. These gentlemen shall be the judges. (Points to LEEK and BELDON.)

BELDON (up C.). You wont frighten us because were prepared for you, but youd better leave the old man alone. Its dangerous play. (Appeals to LEEK).

HIRST. Well, Ill try you first. (Moves to door and pauses.) No gas, mind.

OMNES. NO! no!

HIRST (laughs). Ill give you a run for your money.

(GEORGE enters, holds door open.)

(Exit HIRST.)

(GEORGE passes drinks round. Five drinks. SOMERS takes the one ordered for HIRST and puts it on the table R. BELDON sits R. C. GEORGE crosses to table, puts two drinks down, goes to fire and gives drinks, then up to table, puts tray down, takes up glass and begins to wipe it, gets down L. for lines.)

LEEK (to MALCOLM). I think youll win your bet, sir, but I vote we give him a chance. Suppose we have cigars round, and if hes not back by the time weve finished them I must be off, as I have a quarter of an hours walk before me. (Looks at watch.) Hes a friend of yours, isnt he?

SOMERS. Yes, I have known him a good many years now, and I must say hes a rum chap; just crazy about acting and practical joking, though Ive often told him he carries the latter too far at times. In this case it doesnt matter, but I wont let him try it on the old gentleman. You see we know what hes going to do, and are prepared, but he doesnt, and it might lead to illness or worse; the old chaps sixty-two and such a shock might have serious consequences. But Hirst wont mind giving up that part of it, so long as he gets in opportunity of acting to us.

LEEK (knocks pipe on grate).  Well, I hope hell hurry up. Its getting pretty late. (To SOMERS.)

MALCOLM. Well, gentlemen, your health!

SOMERS. Good luck.

LEEK. Hurrah!

BELDON. Chin-chin!

LEEK. By the way, how is it you happen to be here to-night?

SOMERS. Oh, we missed the connection at Tolleston Junction and as the accommodation at the Railway Arms there was rather meagre, the Station Master advised us to drive on here, put up for the night, and catch the Great Northern express from Exton in the morning. (Rises, crosses to L.) Oh, George, that reminds me  you might see that  Boots calls us at 7 sharp.

(BELDON rises, goes up to them to fire.)

GEORGE. Certainly, sir. What are your numbers?

SOMERS. 13 and 14.

GEORGE. Ill put it on the slate, special, sir. (Goes to door L.)

LEEK. I beg pardon, gentlemen, I forgot the cigars; George, bring some cigars back with you.

BELDON. A very mild one for me.

GEORGE. Very well, sir. (Takes up tray from side-hoard.)

(Exit L.)

(SOMERS sits R. C.)

MALCOLM. I think you were very wise coming on here. (Sits on settle R.) I stayed att he Railway Arms, Tolleston, once  never again though. Is your friend clever at acting?

SOMERS. I dont think hes clever enough to frighten you. Im to spend Christmas at his place, and hes asked me to assist at the theatricals he spoke of. Nothing would satisfy him till I consented, and I must honestly say I am very sorry I ever did, for I expect I shall be pretty bad. I know I have scarcely slept a wink these last few nights, trying to get the words into my head.

(GEORGE enters backwards, pale and trembling.)

MALCOLM. Why! Look  what the devils the matter with George? (Crosses to GEORGE.)

GEORGE. Ive seen it, gentlemen. (Down stage L. C.)

OMNES. Seen who?

(BELDON down R. edge of table R. LEEK up R. C.

SOMERS up R.)

GEORGE. The ghost. Jer  Bun  

MALCOLM. Why, youre frightened, George.

GEORGE. Yes, sir. It was the suddenness of it, and besides I didnt look for seeing it in the bar. There was only a glimmer of light there, and it was sitting on the floor. I nearly touched it.

MALCOLM (goes to door, looks off, then returns  to others). It must be Hirst up to his tricks. George was out of the room when he suggested it. (To GEORGE.) Pull yourself together, man.

GEORGE. Yes, sir  but it took me unawares. Id never have gone to the bar by myself if Id known it was there, and I dont believe you would, either, sir.

MALCOLM. Nonsense, Ill go and fetch him in. (Crosses to L.)

GEORGE (clutching him by the sleeve). You dont know what its like, sir. It aint fit to look at by yourself, it aint indeed. Its got the awfullest deathlike face, and short cropped red hair  its  

(Smothered cry is heard.)

Whats that?  (Backs to C and leans on chair.)

(ALL start, and a quick pattering of footsteps is heard rapidly approaching the room. The door flies open and HIRST flings himself gasping and shivering into MALCOLMS arms. The door remains open. He has only his trousers and shirt on, his face very white with fear and his own hair all standing on end. LEEK lights the gas, then goes to R. of HIRST.)

OMNES. Whats the matter?

MALCOLM. Why, its Hirst.

(Shakes him roughly by the shoulder.)

Whats up?

HIRST. Ive seen  oh, Lord! Ill never play the fool again. (Goes C.)

OTHERS. Seen what?

HIRST. Him  it  the ghost  anything.

MALCOLM (uneasily). Rot!

HIRST. I was coming down the stairs to get something Id forgotten, when I felt a tap  (He breaks off suddenly gazing through open door.) I thought I saw it again  Look  at the foot of the stairs, cant you see anything? (Shaking LEEK.)

LEEK (crosses to door peering down passage). No, theres nothing there. (Stays up L.)

(HIRST gives a sigh of relief.)

MALCOLM (L. C.). GO on  you felt a tap  

HIRST (C.). I turned and saw it  a little wricked head with short red hair  and a white dead face  horrible.

(Clock chimes three-quarters.)

(They assist him into chair L. of table R.)

GEORGE (up C.). Thats what I saw in the bar orrid  it was devilish. (Coming C.)

(MALCOLM crosses to L. HIRST shudders.)

MALCOLM. Well, its a most unaccountable thing. Its the last time I come to this house. (Goes to R. of LEEK.)

GEORGE. I leave to-morrow. I wouldnt go down to that bar alone  no, not for fifty pounds. (Goes up R. to arm-chair.)

SOMERS (crosses to door R. then returns to R. C.). Its talking about the thing thats caused it, I expect Weve had it in our minds, and weve been practically forming a spiritualistic circle without knowing it. (Goes to back of table R.)

BELDON (crosses to R. C.). Hang the old gentleman. Upon my soul Im half afraid to go to bed.

MALCOLM. Doctor, its odd they should both think they saw something.

(They both drop down L. C.)

GEORGE (up C.). I saw it as plainly as I see you, sir. Praps if you keep your eyes turned up the passage youll see it for yourself. (Points.)

(They all look. BELDON goes to SOMERS.)

BELDON. There  what was that?

MALCOLM. Wholl go with me to the bar!

LEEK. I will. ( Goes to door.)

BELDON (gulps). So  will I. (Crosses to door L. They go to the door. To MALCOLM.) After you. (They slowly pass into the passage. GEORGE watching them. All exit except HIRST and SOMERS.)

SOMERS. HOW do you feel now, old man?

HIRST (changing his frightened manner to one of assurance). Splendid!

SOMERS. But  (a step back.)

HIRST. I tell you I feel splendid.

SOMERS. But the ghost  (Steps back to C.)

HIRST. Well, upon my word, Somers  youre not as sharp as I thought you.

SOMERS. What do you mean?

HIRST. Why, that I was the ghost George saw. (Crosses to L. C.) By Jove, he was in a funk! I followed him to the door and overheard his description of what hed seen, then I burst in myself and pretended Id seen it too. Im going to win that, bet  (VOICES heard. Crosses to R.) Look out, theyre coming back. (Sits.)

SOMERS. Yes, but  

HIRST. Dont give me away  hush!

(Re-enter MALCOLM, LEEK, BELDON and GEORGE L.)

(BELDON and GEORGE go up to back C.)

HIRST. Did you see it? (In his frightened manner.)

MALCOLM (C.) I dont know  I thought I saw something, but it might have been fancy. Im in the mood to see anything just now. (To HIRST.) How are you feeling now, sir?

HIRST. Oh, I feel a bit better now. I daresay you think Im easily scared  but you didnt see it.

MALCOLM. Well, Im not quite sure. (Goes to fire.)

LEEK. Youve had a bit of a shock. Best thing you can do is to go to bed.

HIRST (finishing his drink). Very well. Will you, (rises) share my room with me, Somers?

(GEORGE lights two candles.)

SOMERS (crosses to L. C.). I will with pleasure. (Gets up to table C and gets a candle). Provided you dont mind sleeping with the gas full on all night. (Goes to door L.)

LEEK (to HIRST). Youll be all right in the morning.

HIRST. Good night, all. (As he crosses to door.)

OMNES. Good night.

(ALL talking at fire, not looking to L. as HIRST and SOMERS exeunt. HIRST chuckles and gives SOMERS a sly dig.)  

SOMERS. Good night.

MALCOLM (at fireplace). Well, I suppose the bets off, though as far as I can see I won it. I never saw a man so scared in all my life. Sort of poetic justice about it. (LEEK with revolver in his hand, is just putting it into his pocket. Seeing him.) Why, whats that youve got there?

LEEK. A revolver. (At fire.) You see I do a lot of night driving, visiting patients in outlying districts  theyre a tough lot round here, and one never knows what might happen, so I have been accustomed to carry it. I just pulled it out so as to have it handy. I meant to have a pot at that ghost if I had seen him. Theres no law against it, is there? I never heard of a close time for ghosts.

BELDON.  Oh, I say, never mind ghosts. Will you share my room? (To MALCOLM.)

(GEORGE comes down a little, holding candle).

MALCOLM. With pleasure. Im not exactly frightened, but Id sooner have company, and I daresay George here would be glad to be allowed to make up a bed on the floor.

BELDON. Certainly.

MALCOLM. Well, thats settled. A majority of three to one ought to stop any ghost. Will that arrangement suit you, George?

GEORGE. Thank you, sir. And if you gentlemen would kindly come down to the bar with me while I put out the gas. I could never be sufficiently grateful, and when (at door) we come back we can let the Doctor out at the front door. Will that do, sir?

LEEK. All right; Ill be getting my coat on. (GEORGE gets to door. They exit at door L. LEEK picks up his coat off chair up L., puts it on and then turns up trousers. Footsteps heard in flies, then goes to the window R., pulls curtain aside and opens the shutters of the window nearest the fire. A flood of moonlight streams in from R. Clock strikes twelve.) By Jove, what a lovely night. That poor devil did get a fright, and no mistake. (Crossing down to fireplace for his cap which is on the mantelpiece. MALCOLM, BELDON and GEORGE return  the door closes after them.) Well, no sign of it, eh?

MALCOLM. NO, weve seen nothing this time. Here, give me the candle, George, while you turn out the gas.

LEEK. All right, George, Ill put this one out. (Turns out gas below fire.)

(MALCOLM and BELDON are up at sideboard, GEORGE having put the other gas out, goes up to them and is just lighting the candles for them. The DOCTOR is filling his pipe at mantelshelf, and stooping to get a light with a paper spill. LEEK whistles and lights spill. The handle of the door is heard moving. OMNES stand motionless  MALCOLM and BELDON very frightened. They all watch. The room is lit only by the fire-light which is very much fainter than it was at the beginning of the play, by the candle which GEORGE holds, and by the flood of moonlight from the window.)

(The door slowly opens, a hand is seen, then a figure appears in dark breeches, white stockings, buckled shoes, white shirt, very neat in every detail, with a long white or spotted handkerchief tied round the neck, the long end hanging down in front. The face cadaverous, with sunken eyes and a leering smile, and close cropped red hair. The figure blinks at the candle, then slowly raises its hands and unties the handkerchief, its head falls on to one shoulder, it holds handkerchief out at arms length and advances towards MALCOLM.)

Table GEORGE

LEEK  BELDON  MALCOLM

Chair  

Fire  HIRST

(Just as the figure reaches the place where the moonbeams touch the floor, LEEK fires  he has very quietly and unobtrusively drawn his revolver. GEORGE drops the candle and the figure, writhing, drops to the floor. It coughs once a choking cough. MALCOLM goes slowly forward, touches it with his foot, and kneels by figure, lifts figure up, gazes at it, and pulls the red wig off, discovering HIRST. MALCOLM gasps out DOCTOR. LEEK places the revolver on chair, kneels behind HIRST. MALCOLM is L. C., kneeling. At this moment SOMERS enters very brightly with lighted candle).

SOMERS. Well, did Hirst win his bet? (Seeing HIRST on floor, he realizes the matter). My God, you didnt  I told him not to. I told him not to!! I told him  falls fainting into arms of GEORGE.

Curtain.

PICTURE.

BELDON  GEORGE

LEEK  HIRST  MALCOLM SOMERS

(kneeling)  (seated  (kneeling)  (at door L.) on floor)

NOTE. When played at The Haymarket the piece finished with a different ending as given below. MR. CYRIL MAUDE fearing the above tragic termination would be too serious.

Front SOMERS entrance.

SOMERS enters with lighted candle, and exclaims very brightly.

SOMERS. Well, did Hirst win his bet?

Slight pause.

HIRST (suddenly sitting up). Yes. (Turning to DR. LEEK.) Youre a damned bad shot, Doctor. (Then to MALCOLM.) And Ill trouble you for that sovereign.

The remaining characters express astonishment CURTAIN.


THE GREY PARROT
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THE GREY PARROT.

(As Curtain rises the sound of voices in argument heard off L. GANNETT and ROGERS pass window angrily arguing with P. C. 24, who follows them, HOBSON following after. Door R. C is opened and GANNETT and ROGERS enter, the former carrying a parrot in a large cage which is tied up in two red handkerchiefs and a brown paper parcel. P. C. 24 remains at the door. HOBSON remaining behind him, but in view of the audience.)

P. C. 24. Thats enough. Thats enough.

JIM. Well, I couldnt help it, could I? I dropped the bird off the top of the bus, and it naturally gave vent to its feelings.

P. C. 24. Ive told you if I hear any more such language, I shall hold you responsible.

JIM. YOU can do what you please, but you cant lock me up, because my parrot swears. Can he, Sam? (Puts parrot on table in window L. C and parcel on table down stage L. C., sits on R. of table.)

SAM. In course not, never heard of such a thing. (Silting on head of sofa down R.)

P. C. 24. I dont believe it was the parrot at all. Its my idea it was you up to some ventriloquism nonsense, chucking your own bad language into a poor innocent bird.

HOBSON. Well, in my opinion the Captains quite right  there!

P. C. 24 (to HOBSON). You mind your own business. Whos speaking to you?

HOBSON. I merely said in my opinion the Captains quite right, and I stick to it. A mans at liberty to his opinion. The language youre so down on wasnt his at all, it was that wonderful birds.

P. C. 24. Well, thats enough. All I can say is, Ive warned you, and I shall send in a report to Headquarters.

(Goes off L.)

HOBSON (calling after hint). Headquarters! Rot! You go to the Parrot house at the Crystal Palace, and tell em that a parrot has arrived in England that can say something stronger than a common or garden Damn. (Coming down to GANNETT and ROGERS.) Youll excuse me, Captain, a interfering.

JIM. O course.  

HOBSON (to ROGERS). An you, mate?

SAM. Why, certainly, I aint got the gift o the gab myself, and its a treat to hear any one talk to a bobby like you did.

HOBSON. Oh, thats nothing. But talking about talking, that parrot of yours is a beauty at it.

JIM. Yes, it can express itself pretty forcibly.

HOBSON. Express itself forcibly! Why, in my opinion, its a word painter. You may believe me or not, but I can assure you in a thirty-two-years experience in the public line from pot-boy to boss, I never heard any one with a better command of language than that bird. I admire originality, and I admire that bird. Look ere, to prove I mean what I say, Ill give you a five pun note for it.

JIM. Thanks, mate, but its not for sale.

HOBSON. Well, look here, theres my card. ( Taking card out of waistcoat pocket.) Im only two streets away. My place is The Dockers Arms so if you think better of it, send round and well deal. (Hands card to JIM, who takes it.)

JIM. Thanks all the same, but I dont mean to sell it.

HOBSON. All right, praps youll change your mind. Its a mortal pity to keep a bird with such accomplishments in a small circle. In my opinion what it ought to have is publicity, and I can give it that. Good-day. Dont forget, a fiver!

JIM and SAM. Good-day.

(HOBSON exits D. R. C. to L.)

JIM. I wonder where the Missus can be. (Goes to D. L. and calls.) Mary! Mary!

SAM. Dont you worry about her, why shes probably out shopping, getting something tasty for your return. Five oclock is when you were expected, and its only three yet.

JIM. SO it is, Sam, I brought that bird home as a present for my wife. The man I bought it of said it was a highly respectable bird, and wouldnt know a bad word when it heard it.

SAM. Well, I expect the character he gave the bird was as he found it. Youd probably say a word or two if you were dropped off a bus.

JIM. NO doubt, but I couldnt help it, could I? That fool of a driver started his engines before Id got down the companion-ladder.

SAM (Looking at cage). Well, its quiet enough now.

JIM. Oh yes, itll keep quiet as long as its covered up.

SAM. And not dropped off busses.

JIM. Oh, you shut up, youve too much humour you have. You know, Sam, I hardly like to give that bird to my wife after the swearing it indulged in.

SAM. Oh, its no good being too particular, thats the worst of all you young married fellows. Seem to think your wife has got to be wrapped up in cotton wool.

JIM. Nothing of the sort. Only when you buy your wife a parrot to remind her of you when youre away, and that parrot will insist on using the most awful language, it doesnt seem the right sort of present.

SAM. Ten chances to one shell be amused.

JIM. Amused! I dont think any woman would be amused at that birds language.

SAM. Then why dont you sell it to Hobson?

JIM. NO fear. I bought that bird for a purpose. Youve never met my wife yet, but when you do, youll see shes pretty, and what Im afraid of is that shell get too much attention.

SAM. Well, women like that.

JIM. But I dont. When I think of it I go hot all over  boiling hot.

SAM. That wont last, you wont care tuppence this time next year.

JIM. Oh, wont I? Why, the day she came down to see me off, on this last trip, I saw the chap next door looking at her.

SAM. The man next door looked at her. ( Wildly.) Good heavens!

JIM. I dont want any of your confounded impudence. (Pause.) He put his hat on straighter when he passed us, what do you think of that?

SAM (gravely). Cant say, it might mean anything.

JIM. If he gets up to any of his nonsense while Im away, Ill punch his head. I shall know of it. I am going to ask the landlady to keep her weather eye open. You see my wife was brought up in the country, and shes very young and simple, so its quite right and proper for her to have a motherly old body to look after her.

SAM. Are you going to tell your wife?

JIM. NO! The fact is, Sam, my wife is very superstitious, and Ive got a great scheme in my head about that bird.

SAM. A scheme. What do you mean?  

JIM. Never you mind. But with that parrot and the landlady, I think I shall find out if I have any cause to be jealous.

SAM (puzzled). Well, Im blowed if I understand you. Look here, old man, you take my advice and dont keep your wife so tight hauled. Let her run before the wind a bit. An old captain of mine used to say that a woman was like a battleship, no good until her compasses were adjusted. Well, I must be off or else the patience of Mrs. Rogers will be exhausted, and shell be tacking down to the ship, to see if I am on the list of the missing. So long.

(Exit SAM D. R. C. to R.)

JIM. So long. (To PARROT.) Yes, youre a beauty, you are. Instead of being ashamed of yourself for using such language, I am blessed if you dont look quite conceited  and I expect youd be still more stuck up if you knew that you were going to get the credit of giving me all the information I shall get from the landlady. (At table C opening parcel, disclosing work-box). There, bless her heart, thats for her, and (opening the box and taking out a bead necklace  Italian) this too. I think it will please her.

(During latter part of JIMS speech MRS. GANNETT passes the window from L., and lifting the latch, comes in unheard by JIM. Shes a bright, cheery, fresh little woman about 20. She carries a small basket with a few packages in it. The neck of a bottle showing, also a small bunch of flowers, Seeing JIM, she places these on sideboard R., and slyly comes down and puts her hands on JIMS shoulders).

MARY. Yes, I am sure it will.

JIM. Mary. Give me a kiss. (Bus.) Now let me put it on for you. (Puts necklace round her neck.) 

MARY. YOU dear. I am glad to have you back. JIM. Thats right. Now see here  (Showing box.) Thats for you.

MARY. Oh. Jim, how good of you, its lovely. Now you sit in the armchair and see what Ive got for you. JIM. What, have you got a present for me?

(MARY goes to sofa R., and opens basket, and produces fancy cigar case filled with cigars and holds it up.)

Cigars! You dear! Why, I have had nothing but ships baccy since I saw you last.

(MARY hands him case, and gets matches from mantelpiece.)

Why, Mary, how did you know how to choose cigars? 

MARY. Oh, I chose the prettiest case.

(JIM looking dubiously at cigar.)

(As she lights it.) It is a good one, isnt it?

JIM (cheerily). Pulls like a rope.

MARY. There, now you old dear, youre comfortable, arent you?

JIM. Rather! Hold on, theres something more for you. Look behind you.

(MARY turning and seeing parrot cage, runs over to it.)

MARY. Oh, Jim! (About to remove cover.)

JIM. NO, dont uncover it. Itll start talking and swear  

MARY. Oh, Jim, does it swear?

JIM. Rather! I mean only a little. You see at first itll find it strange being in a room, after board-ship; I should only uncover it a bit at a time. Isnt it a beauty? Why, Hobson, of the Dockers Arms offered me five pounds for it not ten minutes ago, and I refused it. I  I  I bought it to be company for you while Im away.

MARY. Youre too good to me, Jim. (Looks into cage, and suddenly draws back). Oh, Jim, it said something awful.

JIM. Yes, its a beautiful talker, and its so clever that it picks up all the things it hears..

MARY. After what its just said, I hope its clever enough to drop some of them. Jim, it looks as though it knew what I had been saying.

JIM. Yes, and so it does. I didnt tell you before, but (coughs) that parrots a Magic bird, at least that is the reputation it had with the people I bought it from. Why, it knows what people are doing even when it is nowhere near them, and it will always tell on being questioned.

MARY. But you dont believe such nonsense as that?

JIM. Yes, I do.

MARY. But how can it know, what Im doing when Im away.

JIM. Ah, thats its secret. A good many people would like to know that, but nobody has found it out yet. Youll find its quite true. When I come back from my next trip, that bird will be able to tell me how you have been, and everything youve done during my absence.

MARY. Good gracious I JIM. If you stay out after seven of an evening, or do anything else that I shouldnt like, that bird will tell me. Itll tell me who comes to see you.

MARY. Well, it wont have anything bad to tell of me unless it tells lies.

JIM. Ah, thats the best of that bird. It cant tell lies. (Suddenly remembering.) Here, Ive got to get back to the ship again to meet Matheson the engineer. Something went wrong with the steering gear two days out, and it hasnt worked as smoothly as it ought, this last day or so.

MARY. Oh, Jim, you wont be long?

JIM. I shall be back in half an hour. Oh, by the way, have you seen anything of that fellow who stared at you so the day you came to see me off this last trip?

MARY. Of course I havent, Jim. How can you ask me such a thing?

JIM. Well, youd better be careful, because that parrot will tell me.  

MARY. Why, Jim, you know in your heart Ive never given you any cause to doubt me, now have I?

JIM. NO, I dont think you ever have. But dont you do it.

MARY. Of course I never will.

JIM. Well, dont Remember the parrot will know and I shall know. Good-bye.

MARY. Good-bye, Jim.

(Exit JIM D. R. C. to R.)

(half sobbing). Dear old Jim! I wish hed understand hes all the world to me, but he wont, and now hes set that beast to watch me. Its a shame. (Upset.)

(A knock is heard at D. R. C., she takes no notice, it is repeated and then MRS. GANNETT hears it, and rushes to glass over fireplace L. and wipes her eyes, then goes to D. R. C opens it and discovers MRS. ROGERS, a stout cheery buxom woman of 45  also SAM ROGERS.)

Yes?

SAM. Excuse me, Mrs. Gannett, but is Jim in? I have a message for him from Matheson.

MARY. NO, hes just gone down to the ship to see Mr. Matheson.

SAM (to MRS ROGERS). There now, were too late. (To MRS. GANNETT.) Im Sam Rogers. Your husband and me are mates. This is my missus.

MARY. Oh, I am very glad to see you both. Do come in, Jims often talked of you, Mr. Rogers, hell be back very soon, and then well have tea. Youd like a cup of tea, wouldnt you, Mrs. Rogers?

JANE. Thank you, my dear, I never say no to a cup of tea.

SAM. NO more she dont. Why, shes a regular old cup o tea herself.

JANE. Oh, go along with you, Sam. Ill have to send you to sea again.

SAM. Why, Ive only just come back.

JANE. Well, behave, then. Sam, look at your pipe.

MARY. Oh, its all right, he may smoke here.

JANE (to MRS. GANNETT). Husbands are a nuisance, arent they, Mrs. Gannett?

MARY. Well, I am afraid I dont look upon Jim as a nuisance, except when hes jealous.

JANE. What, is Mr. Gannett jealous?

SAM. Jealous! Why, hes a green-eyed monster of the very deepest green.

MARY. Has he told you, Mr. Rogers?

SAM. Well, rather! You see were mates and naturally talk things over together.

MARY. And are you jealous too?

SAM. Me, jealous? What, of my missus? No fear, bless her heart, shes a gem.

JANE. Sam, you be quiet.

MARY. I am sure youre a very happy couple.

JANE. Youre right, my dear, we are; we understand one another  thats the great secret. I thought when I came in you had something worrying you. Youll excuse me, my dear, for saying it, but I like you, and if youll let me, perhaps I can cheer you up a bit.

MARY. Its very good of you.

JANE. Not at all, my dear, you see when your husbands away, Sams away with him. So why shouldnt I come round and keep you company. Perhaps Mr. Gannett would feel easier in his mind, though I am sure that he has no reason for jealousy.

MARY. Indeed no, I love him too dearly. Still theres no getting away from it, hes as jealous as he can be. Now, what do you think? Why, hes brought a parrot home to watch me.

JANE. A parrot to watch you?

MARY. Yes, there it is. Its a magic bird. He says that its able to tell what people are doing even when they are nowhere near, and that it will tell him all about what Ive done, where Ive been and whos been to see me while hes away.

SAM (aside). So that was his scheme, was it?

JANE. What! You mean to tell me your husband said that?

MARY. Yes.

JANE. Sam, I wish youd talk to me like that. I wish somebody would persuade you to talk to me like that. Only me.

SAM. NO fear o that, old girl. I know whats good for me.

MARY. Still it does show hes fond of me, doesnt it?

JANE. Well, it may be his way of showing it. But you surely dont believe it, do you?

MARY. Welt, I  

JANE. My dear, its all rubbish. I call it disgraceful for a husband to invent such a story to frighten his wife. I never heard of such a thing, Id like to give Mr. Gannett a piece of my mind. Just half an hour of it. He wouldnt be the same man afterwards, Id parrot him.

SAM. He wouldnt have a feather left.

JANE. Excuse me, my dear, getting so excited about it, but I can see you are a dear good little woman, and I feel indignant  

MARY. Thank you so much. Youve cheered me up.

JANE. Thats right, my dear. I can tell you this, if my Sam brought me home a parrot, and told me such a fandango of nonsense about it, Id have its neck wrung. There are enough mischief makers in the world without parrots stepping in to help them.

SAM. I told him hed better sell it. Why, Hobson of the Dockers Arms offered him five pounds for it because of its swearing capabilities.

JANE. Oh, it swears too, does it?

MARY. Yes, I only heard one sentence, and then Jim said Id better leave it covered up.

JANE, Have you heard it swear, Sam?

SAM. Rather! Why, Gannett dropped it off the bus and the language that bird used was awful.

JANE. Well, I think if I were you, my dear, I should sell it to Hobson.

MARY. Oh, I darent. Why, what would Jim say?

SAM. Well, even if he swears he couldnt beat the parrot.

JANE. Mrs. Gannett, Ive got an idea  I think I know a way to cure your husband of jealousy, and get rid of the parrot at the same time.

MARY. Oh, if you only could, Mrs. Rogers, I should be so grateful, but Im sure Jim wont part with the bird.

JANE. Just wait and see, dear. Doesnt it strike you that if that parrot is so clever as to be able to tell Mr. Gannett all you do, it might be clever enough to tell you all that Mr. Gannett has done?

SAM. Well, Im blowed, I never thought o that.

MARY. But how are we going to find out the way to make it tell us?

JANE. Theres no need for that. Ive got a parrot of my own.

SAM. Eh?

JANE. Yes, a green one.

SAM. Where?

JANE (scratching SAMS head). Pretty Poll!

SAM. Here  look here, now  

JANE (laughingly). And hes a very valuable bird, too. Why, I wouldnt part with him for all the world. Yes, Sam, youre the parrot that shall tell us.

SAM. Me? Why, how do you mean?

JANE. Well, now, hasnt Mr. Gannett got into any little scrapes during this last trip? Harmless ones, I dare say, but still sufficient perhaps to make a woman  a jealous woman  jealous.

SAM. Oh, come now, that would be telling.

JANE. Yes, perhaps it would, but dont you think you could give Mrs. Gannet a hint, of say a couple of little sprees, the sort of sprees you sailors are always having. She wont say she heard of them from you. Shell say the parrot told her and Mr. Gannett need never know otherwise.

SAM (as the idea is dawning upon him, roaring with laughter). Ha, ha, splendid! Why, of course I can. Look here, Mrs. Gannett, you talk to him about his visit to the concert gardens at Genoa where he got three parts half sprung and smashed a little marble-topped table, and knocked down two waiters, and how if it hadnt been for the Captain of the Pursuit, who happened to be there, and got him away, hed have been locked up. Yes, and about the girl at the fruit stall at Naples, and how on the strength of having bought three penorth of green figs from her, he put his arm round her waist, and tried to kiss her, and how her sweetheart, who was standing by, tried to stab him, and about his being in such a state of funk, he jumped into the harbour and was nearly drowned, and again at Suez  

JANE (primly). Thats quite enough to go on with, thank you, Sam.

SAM. Oh, but I must tell you about Suez.

JANE. Thatll do, Sam!

SAM. Oh, but it was the funniest thing.

JANE (imperatively). Sam!

SAM. My love, you dont know what youre missing.

JANE. Thats quite enough, Sam. Dont you think so, my dear?

MARY. Yes, I am half afraid, but Ill try it when he comes back. But oh, Mr. Rogers, he wasnt seriously in love with her, was he?

SAM. NO fear, he was only jollying. Why, lor bless you, do you think I should have told you, if there had been any harm in it?

MARY. Thank you, Mrs. Rogers, I think I see my way. Yes, Ill take your advice and sell the parrot. That is, if youll do something else for me.

JANE. Certainly, my dear, eh, Sam?

SAM. Of course we will, what is it?

MARY. Well, whilst I finish getting tea ready, will you both go round to the Dockers Arms and tell Mr. Hobson to send for the bird?

JANE. Thats right, my dear, dont you be put upon. Itll all come right if you show spirit enough.

MARY. Oh, Ive made up my mind about it. I hope Jim will see Im right.

JANE. Of course he will, my dear.

(JANE and SAM going towards door R. C.)

MARY. Oh, would you mind going out the back way in case Jim sees you? I expect him back every minute. He mustnt suspect that I got to know of his doings from any one but the parrot JANE. Certainly not.

(JANE exits,)

SAM (pointing to parrot). That parrot mind.  (Pointing to himself.) Not this parrot. (At door L.) Oh, Mrs. Gannet, I should like to tell you what happened at Suez.

JANE (very shortly). Sam !

SAM. All right, my love. Coming.

(Exit L.)

MARY. Im afraid I shall find it very hard to talk to Jim, but (to parrot) if I can only get rid of you, you horrid bird, I shall feel happier.

(MR. GANNETT enters, D. R. C )

JIM. Well, my dear, here I am again. (Kisses her.) Matheson had gone about the steering gear when I got down to the boat, so I had my trip for nothing. Ha, its good to be home again. Well, how do you like the parrot?

MARY. Not at all. In fact, Jim dear, Ive accepted Mr. Hobsons offer for that bird.

JIM. What do you mean?

MARY. Yes, dear, £5

JIM. But youre not to sell it. I didnt give it to you to sell.

MARY. Well, Jim, I shall poison it. Its a beast.

Besides, I dont like it, Jim. I dont like the idea of its watching me always. You see it might make no end of mischief by not telling the truth.

JIM. That bird couldnt tell a lie if it tried to.

(A knock heard D. R. C. MRS. GANNETT, goes to door and opens it HOBSON discovered.)

HOBSON. Good afternoon. Ive come for that parrot.

JIM. Well, you cant have it, its not for sale.

MARY. If youll just wait a minute, Mr. Hobson, I think youll find it is for sale. Jim, if you dont let me sell that bird, I shall go home to mother. Its not truthful.  

JIM. Not truthful!

MARY. NO, its been telling me things about you.

JIM. About me! Telling things about me?

HOBSON. Here, am I going to have that bird, or am I not?

JIM. NO!

MARY. Please wait, Mr. Hobson.

HOBSON. All right.

MARY. Jim, theres more magic about that bird than you thought. It has been saying such shocking things about you, I couldnt bear it. And as you say it cant tell lies I dont know what to think.

JIM. Things about me! Do you think youre talking to a child? I should like to hear some of them if you can remember them. (Sneeringly.)

HOBSON. Am I in the way?

MARY. The first thing it told me was about the time you were at Genoa. The parrot said you were at some concert gardens, but I dont suppose there is such a place there.

JIM (feebly). I believe there is  I  Ive heard our chaps talk about it.

MARY. But you havent been there. Have you, Jim?

JIM (emphatically)  Never!

MARY. That wicked bird said you got intoxicated there.

HOBSON. Hullo, this is in my line.

MARY. And that you smashed a little marble-topped table, and knocked down two waiters, and that if it had not been for the Captain of the Pursuit, who was there at the time, and who got you away, youd have been locked up. Wasnt it a wicked bird?

JIM. Horrible l Shocking!

HOBSON. In my opinion its a genius.

MARY. I dont suppose there ever was a ship called the Pursuit.

JIM. Doesnt sound like a ships name.

HOBSON (much impressed). If the parrot said there was, you can bet it is all right.

MARY. Well then, a few days later it said, your ship was at Naples.

JIM. I never went ashore all the time we were at Naples.

MARY. The parrot said you did.

JIM (starting up). I suppose youll believe your own lawful husband before that  (Just going to say d  ) bird?

HOBSON. Well, in my opinion its a very clever bird.

JIM. Oh, you shut up.

HOBSON. Well, I merely remarked that in my opinion  

JIM. Well, you keep your opinions to yourself.

HOBSON. All right.

JIM (to MARY). I ask you, are you going to believe that bird before your husband?

MARY. Of course I dont believe it, Jim, Im trying to prove to you that the bird is not truthful, but youre so hard to persuade. Was there a girl who kept a fruit stall just by the harbour?  

JIM (gazing restlessly in direction of cage). How should I know?

MARY. Well, the parrot said there was, and that one evening on the strength of having bought three pen. orth of green figs from her, you put your arm around her waist and tried to kiss her, and her sweetheart who was standing by, was going to stab you; to escape him you jumped into the harbour and were nearly drowned. Then again, the bird said that when you were at Suez  

JIM. Thatll do.

MARY. I am sure I dont want to have to repeat it, but it said that when you were at Suez  

JIM. Thatll do. (Bus.)

HOBSON (softly). Suez! Is that where the Canal is?

JIM. Here, Hobson, hand over that fiver and take that  that  (Choke) beast away.

HOBSON. Beast! In my opinion its a marvel.

JIM. Well, on this occasion you are at liberty to your opinion.

HOBSON. Well, I never parted with £5 more readily in all my life. I can tell you, Mr. Gannett, that the jealousy this bird will create amongst my customers will be enormous. Some of em flatters themselves on their command of what they calls their mother tongue, but I can see their faces blushing at their incompetence when this ere bird once gets fairly started. Come along, my professor of elocution.

(Exits with parrot D. R. C to R.)

MARY. NOW you see why I wanted to get rid of that bird, dont you, Jim? Youre so jealous that if it had told you untruths about me, you would have believed them, wouldnt you?

JIM (taking MARY in his arms). No, my dear, I wouldnt. Look here, Mary, I promise you Ill never be jealous again.

MARY. And I did quite right to sell it, didnt I, Jim?

JIM. Quite right. (Giving her the £5 note). And you buy something that wont talk.

MARY. I will, Jim dear.

(Knocks heard D. R. C- JIM opens door discovering MR. and MRS. ROGERS.)

SAM. Well, here we are back again, Mrs. Gannett. Jim, this is my wife.

JIM. HOW dye do. Come in, were just going to have a cup of tea. Why, Sam, I didnt know you knew Mrs. Gannett.

SAM. Well, I didnt till this afternoon. But me and my wife came round with Mathesons message and Mrs. Gannett kindly asked us in to tea.

MARY. O yes, I forgot to tell you about it, Jim dear, JIM. Oh! You. Youve been here before have you?  (Truth dawning on him, to SAM meaningly.)

Sam, do you know what Id like to do to you?

SAM (with affected innocence). Eh! Me! No-o-o-o! JIM (meaningly). Drop you off the top of a bus. (SAM starts and edges away  JIM follows him up.) Pull your tail feathers out, and then wring your neck. (Laughingly.)

SAM (innocently and questioningly). Like a bird!

JIM. Yes, like a bird!

MARY. Jim dear  I felt like doing that to The Grey Parrot.

(All sit down to tea-table.)

CURTAIN.


ADMIRAL PETERS

[image: img476.jpg]

A COMEDY IN ONE ACT

First produced at the Garrick Theatre, London, 7th June, 1909.

CAST.

GEORGE BURTON  A Naval Pensioner MR. ARTHUR WHITBY

JOE STILES  An old messmate of Burtons MR. LEON QUARTERMAINE

MRS. DUTTON  A widow Miss MARY WEIGALL


ADMIRAL PETERS.

MUSIC FOR CURTAIN. Nancy Lee. After first refrain ring up.

SCENE.  Exterior of BURTONS cottage at Seacombe. L., entrance into cottage.  L.C., rustic table, chairs, etc.

R.C. garden gate. A pretty seascape at back.

GEORGE BURTON and JOE STILES discovered. BURTON is sitting with a dejected air. JOE is looking quite cheerful and happy.

GEORGE. (sitting R. of table) Its no good, Joe, its no good; shell never speak to me again. She always thought I was a Sammy teetotaller, but after seeing me last night  

JOE. (sitting L. of table) It was unlucky, but it cant be [helped.

GEORGE. What did you want to come here at all for, destroying my peace and happiness?

JOE. Well, theres gratitude! I arrive in London, says I to myself, I havent seen my old pal George Burton for seven years, and I takes the trouble to find out where youve settled down, and so yesterday down I comes from London, and now you talk like that. Oh, George, Im ashamed of you, Im ashamed of you, that I am.

GEORGE. (tapping table with finger) Why did you go and loor me on to grog?

JOE. (sadly) I didnt loor you, George. (quickly)

You didnt want no luring.

GEORGE. Yes, you did. I wouldnt care, only  just my luck  Mrs. Dutton sees us coming out of the Cock and Flower Pot.

JOE. Well, we couldnt help coming out  we was pushed out. (BURTON sighs) Buck up old man! (rises and goes to back of table)

GEORGE. Youve queered my chances with Mrs. Dutton, and weve been keeping company for pretty near six months now; she Wont have nothing more to do with me, I know.

JOE. Pooh! Just because she saw you with a cargo of whisky aboard. Rubbish! Shell come round.

GEORGE. No, she wont. Shes chapel and very particular. She always said shed break it off if I took anything stronger than ginger ale.  

JOE. (reflecting) Tell her it was the sea air acting on all old sun stroke.

GEORGE. Pooh! She aint a fool.  

JOE. Well, dont be down earted. (patting him on the shoulder) Have a drop of grog.  

GEORGE. Grog! Bah! I cant bear the sight of it. (rises)  

JOE. Then drink it with your eyes shut. Ill fetch it.

Turns into cottage L. exit.

GEORGE. (coming L. rises) I wish to goodness youd leave the grog alone. You was always getting me into trouble when we was messmates together.

JOE. (off) What you want is a tonic.

GEORGE. Tonic! I wish youd leave me and my innards alone.

JOE. (off) Stow it.

Re-enters STILES with bottles and glasses, which he puts on a table.  

JOE. Here we are. Lets have a drop of this.

GEORGE. Id rather not touch it. (away to L. and again to table)

JOE. Well, if you wont, you wont. I was thinking more about myself, (pours out) I cant bear the stuff, but the doctor says I must have it. You know what doctors are, George. (pours out grog)

JOE pours out two (glasses  his own half full  GEORGES an eighth full. GEORGE changes glasses unseen by JOE; JOE discovers; annoyed.

JOE. Well, heres Mrs. Duttons health, and to the happy couple.

GEORGE is about to drink when he suddenly starts and puts his glass down.

Whats the matter?

GEORGE. Look! Look! There she is coming this way. Take away these things, Joe, for heavens sake. What on earth am I to say to her? What am I to do? (goes C. behind table)

JOE. (pushed off by George) Dont be frightened mate  

Ill go inside. I dont want to interfere with your billing and cooing. Twos company  you know  eh?  Ha, ha!

JOE exits with bottles and (flosses, laughing. GEORGE leans against door.

MRS. DUTTON enters  she locks at him scornfully, pause, comes a GEORGE. Er  good morning  lovely morning, Mrs. Dutton.

MRS. D. (C. severely) Good morning, Mr. Burton. Ive called round to return the books you lent me.

GEORGE. (meekly) Thank you, Mrs. Dutton. I hope you liked em.

MRS. D. Very much, thank you, especially this one  (reads title) The Advantages of Total Abstinence.

GEORGE, (coughs awkwardly  pause) I saw you last night.

MRS. D. I saw you too. I could hardly believe my eyesight. I thought you were a teetotaller.

GEORGE. SO I am. (JOE rattles glasses  off) I mean  I was.

MRS. D. It didnt look like it last night, dancing and singing in the middle of the village.

GEORGE. (feebly) Was I? (coming to L. of table)

MRS. D. Ah! I dont suppose you remember it. Who was that horrid man with you?

GEORGE. (L.C.) It was  an old shipmate of mine. He hadnt seen me for years, and I suppose the sight of me upset him.

MRS. D. (C.) I daresay  that and the Cock and Flowerpot, too  I heard all about it. (puts market basket on table)

GEORGE. (feebly) He would go. I tried all I could to persuade him not to.  

MRS. D. YOU neednt have gone.

GEORGE. I ad to.

MRS. D. YOU ad to  why?

GEORGE. I ad to. Hes  an old officer of mine, and it wouldnt have been discipline for me to refuse. You dont know how strict discipline is in the navy.

MRS. D. Officer?

Long pause.

GEORGE. (desperately) Yes. My old Admiral. Admiral Peters. Youve heard me speak of Admiral Peters?

MRS. D. Admiral! What! a-carrying on like that? Dancing and singing with his arm round your neck!

GEORGE. Hes a regular old sea-dog. Hes staying with me. (coming to her confidentially) But of course he dont want it known who he is! I couldnt refuse to ave a drink with im  I was under orders, so to speak.

MRS. D. Yes, I suppose so. Fancy him staying with you  an Admiral!

GEORGE Hes only run down for the night, but I expect hell be going ome in an hour or two.

MRS. D. (evidently impressed) Dear me! I should like to have seen him. Didnt you tell me once that he was undo to Lord Buckfast?

GEORGE. Buckwheat  oh yes.

MRS. D. Buckfast.

GEORGE. Er  yes  Buckfast  I did. (aside) Oh, lor! (away down L.)

MRS. D. The idea of an Admiral staying with you!

GEORGE. (returning to her. Feebly) Of course, its a secret between us three, Mrs Dutton. You mustnt breathe a word of it to a living soul.

MRS. D. Of course; you can tell the Admiral that I shall not mention it to anybody. Well, I must go now. Of course, it does make a difference. (they shake hands) I aint unreasonable  you could hardly refuse to obey an Admiral. You can come and see me this evening, George, same as usual, if you like, and  

GEORGE. Well?

MRS. D. Bring the dear Admired with you.

Exit mincingly C. to R.

GEORGE. The dear Admiral! (sings Nancy Lee  dances down C.)

Enter JOE STILES from cottage L.

JOE. Bravo! Well my hearty, how goes it? Stormy weather  or did she let you down easy?

GEORGE, (laughing) Ah, that was all right  that was all right. I managed her. I ad an idea  I told her you was an Admiral.

JOE. An Admiral.

GEORGE. Yes -Admiral Peters  what dyou think o that for an excuse? Eh?

JOE. What! Me! Admiral Peters! Whats the game?

GEORGE. I told her I ad to drink last night  seeing it was your orders  the Admirals orders  dye see?

JOB. Me?  an Admiral! Splendid! Its lucky for you George, that I can look the part. Ive always had a sort of idea that I should have been an Admiral, only I was changed at birth. George, my lad, I shall stay with you for a week or two. Itll do you a world of good to be seen on friendly terms with an Admiral.

GEORGE. NO, no. I think you had better go ome after dinner, Joe.

JOE. NO, George, I wont desert you!

GEORGE. But if anyone sees you  Ill have to say you are an Admiral now  

JOE. All the better, stupid, cant I tell em how we fought and bled together in days gone by.

GEORGE. Ah!

JOB. OW we got our medals as eras for savin life at sea.

GEORGE. But we didnt get no medals.

JOE. Oh George, George, youve no imagination. Admiral Peters, eh! He was a scorcher  he was. I wonder if I might use the old boys language.

GEORGE. (in alarm) No, certainly not! Youve no idea how particular she is. (re-enter MRS. DUTTON from R. to C.)

JOE. It seems a pity. However  

GEORGE sees MRS. DUTTON coughs and nudges JOB.

MRS. D. (speaking in a very precise genteel manner) I left my basket, Mr. Burton. (sees STILES who is striking attitudes) (aside) The Admiral!  

JOE. (nudges GEORGE) Introduce me, Burton.

GEORGE, (awkwardly) Er  Mrs. Dutton  (to JOE aside)  Go away  er  this is my old officer, Admiral Peters.

JOE. (loftily) Delighted, Madam, delighted. (crosses to o on her L.)

MRS. D. (C. smirking) Im afraid you find this a very umble place, Admiral?

JOE. Its comfortable, maam. Ah! you should see some of the palaces Ive been in abroad, all show and no comfort. Not a decent chair in the place  and as for anti macassars!

MRS. D. Are you making a long stay, Admiral Peters?

JOE. It depends. My intention was just to pay a flying visit to ray honest old friend Burton here  best man in my squadron  but he is so hospitable hes been pressing me to stay for a few weeks.

GEORGE. (hastily) But the Admiral says he must go back to-morrow morning.  

JOE. (with an air of reminding him) Unless I have a letter at breakfast time, Burton.

GEORGE, (turns away disgusted) Bah!

MRS. D. Oh, I do hope you will.

JOE. I have a feeling that I shall. The only thing is  my people; they want me to join them at Lord Bamptons place.

GEORGE (aside) His people!

MRS. DUTTON expresses admiration.

MRS. D. (aside) Lord Bampton! (aloud) What a change shore life must be to you after the perils of the sea, Admiral Peters?

JOE Ah! true  true!

MRS. D. The dreadful fighting! (sitting on bench R.C.)

JOE. YOU get used to it. Hottest time I had, I think, was at the bombardment of Alexandria  I stood alone. (GEORGE indicates to JOE to include him) All the men who hadnt been shot down had fled, and the shells were bursting round me like  like fireworks.

MRS. D. (horrified) Lor!

GEORGE, (smiling and spreading out hand) I was standing just behind im waiting for any orders he might give  JOB. (reflecting) Was you? Was you? I dont remember it, Burton. (GEORGE shakes fist at JOE  is seen by MRS. DUTTON  and converts action into a salute)

GEORGE, (irritably) Why, I was just behind you, sir. If you remember, sir, I said to you that it was pretty hot work. Says I  I says  sir  (pause)

JOE. (still reflecting) No, Burton, no. So far as my memory goes, I was the only man there.

GEORGE, (getting desperate) A bit of shell knocked my cap off, sir.  

JOE. (sharply) Thatll do my man, thatll do  not another word. You forget yourself.  

GEORGE, (saluting) Aye, aye, sir  but  

JOE. Silence.

JOB waves him off. BURTON begins to lose his temper.

JOE takes chair from R. of table and sits C.

JOB. (to MRS. DUTTON) My people  ahem! My people have heard of Burton. He often has shared my dangers. We have been in many tight places together, (to GEORGE) DO you remember those two nights when we were hidden in the chimney at the palace of the Sultan of Zanzibar, Burton? GEORGE, (recovering) I should think I do.

JOE. Stuck so tight we could hardly breathe.

GEORGE, (fervently) I shall never forget it as long as I live.

MRS. D. Oh, do tell me about it, Admiral Peters, (looks at the two men)

JOE. Surely Burton has told you that?

Mrs. D. (reproachfully) Never breathed a word of it.

JOE. Well, tell it now Burton. (passing BURTON to C goes L.C. BURTON protests) Tell it now. (BURTON hesitates  begins story  gets chair, is about to sit  JOE coughs  BURTON rises)

GEORGE. (taken aback) No, no, you tell it better than I do, sir. (aside) I dont know what youre driving at.

JOE. NO, no, you tell it, its your story.  

GEORGE. Its your story, sir.

JOE. (decidedly) No, (goes down L., return in front of BURTON to L.) I wont tell it. It wouldnt be fair to poor Burton. Id forgotten that when I spoke. Of course  you were young at the tune, still  

GEORGE, (trembling with rage) Ive done nothing that Im ashamed of, (JOE withers him with a Look) sir.

MRS. D. (winsomely) I think its very hard, if Im not to hear it.

JOE lookssignificantly at MRS. DUTTON, shakes his head and nods towards GEORGE.

GEORGE, (with grim emphasis) At any rate you were in the chimney with me, sir. (salute and laugh)

JOE. (severely) Ah! but what was I there for, my man? Tell me that.

GEORGE BURTON stares at him in dismay.

MRS. D. What were you there for, Admiral Peters f JOE. (impressively) I was there, maam, to save the life of Burton. (BURTON drops on table) I never deserted my men  never. Whatever scrapes they got into, I did my best to get them out. News was brought to me that Burton was suffocating in the chimney of the Sultans favourite wife, and  

BURTON springs to his feet.

MRS. D. (rises excitedly) Sultans favourite wife. (crosses to table) Good gracious! I never heard of such a thing! I am surprised!

GEORGE. (hoarse with rage) So am I  damme  I  I  (look from JOE and salute from BURTON)

MRS. D. (glancing indignantly at BURTON) How did you escape, Admiral Peters?

JOE. TO tell you that, maam would be to bring the French Consul into it. I oughtnt to have mentioned the subject at all. (pause) Burton had the good sense not to.

GEORGE. But I say, about this yer  

JOE. Silence. Wed better talk of something else, (turns to MRS. DUTTON taking her arm. MRS. DUTTON looks at BURTON triumphantly) Do you know, Mrs. Dutton, you remind me very much  

GEORGE. About this yer Sultan  

JOE. Thatll do.

GEORGE. Yes  but  

JOE. Silence.

GEORGE. Yes  but  

JOE. tention-right turn  quick-MARCH! Halt, front, right-about turn  quick-march  right turn  halt  front  MRS. D. Oh, this is fine.

JOE. DO you like it  well have some more. Extension movements  1st exercise  commence, commence  steady.

BURTON left lending over touching his toes with his hands.

JOE. DO you know, Mrs. Dutton, you remind me very much of the Duchess of Marford.

MBS. D. Oh, Admiral. (looks down simpering. BURTON coughs)

JOE. Yes, she was a blonde, but (looking at widow) give me a brunette.

GEORGE coughs.

JOE. Oh, its you. Tention, stand at ease. Stand easy. Dismiss.

JOE looks at him sternly, as he recovers breath, pulls down his waistcoat, etc., then takes WIDOWS hand.

JOE. (sitting by MRS. DUTTON) What a dear little and. GEORGE very indignant  JOE examining her hand.

Why, how peculiar! You see that line there? That shows you will marry again.

MRS. D. Lor! Does it?

GEORGE. (putting hand forward. Fist clenched) Why Ive got a line like that, (opens fist) sir.

JOE. (knocks his hand up) No, Burton. (shakes his head) No, Im sorry to say that is not what that line means.

GEORGE. (gruffly) Well, what does it mean then? (look from JOE) sir.

JOE (gravely) I regret, Burton, that I cannot tell you in the presence of Mrs. Dutton.

GEORGE aghast  JOE turns to MRS. D.

JOE. (looks at hand again) Why, whats this? You are going to marry a naval man.

GEORGE looks pleased.

GEORGE. Eh?

MRS. D. A naval man, lor!  

JOE. Yes, a naval officer of very high rank.

GEORGE, (excited) Eh! (comes C.)

JOE ignores him.

JOE. (continuing) Ah! Whats this! Oh, I say! I say  

MRS. D. What is it, Admiral!

JOE. Ah, Mrs. Dutton, Im afraid youre a saucy little baggage MRS. D. giggles. Joe moves closer to her  GEORGE coughs angrily.

JOE. (annoyed) Burton!

GEORGE. (snappishly) Sir!

JOE. Er, just run inside and fetch my pipe for me. I left it somewhere about. If it isnt in the house its at the bottom of the garden.  

BURTON hesitates and shakes his fist at JOE, unseen by the WIDOW.

JOE. Look sharp.

GEORGE. Im very sorry, sir, but I  I broke it.

JOE. Broke it?

GEORGE, (glib satisfaction) Yes, sir, I knocked it on the floor and trod on it by accident. Smashed it to powder  sir.

JOE. YOU clumsy fathead! That pipe was a present from the Italian Ambassador, (to MRS. DUTTON) Burton was always a clumsy man. He had the name for it when he was on the Destruction with me Bungling Burton  they called him.

MRS. DUTTON looks contemptuously at BURTON who is boiling with rage.

Do you remember, Burton, that time when you were so drunk you wanted to go and punch the Captains head. (BURTON collapses on table) If it hadnt been for me, maam, poor Burton would have had a taste of the cat. You remember that, Burton?

GEORGE. NO, Im.... No, I dont sir.

Joe. (to WIDOW) Shocking memory, Burton, (leans over WIDOW, sees BURTON) Burton, just go and see whats oclock.

GEORGE. Its just gone eleven, sir.

MRS. DUTTON (rising) Eleven!

JOE. What not going, maam?

MRS. D. (reluctantly) Oh, Im afraid I must go, Admiral, Ive got to meet a friend at a quarter past eleven. But  I  I  perhaps I shall see you again, as you think of making a long stay.

JOE. (theatrically to BURTON) Left turn  eyes front. Then fare thee well (takes WIDOWS hand and looks affectionately at her  backs into GEORGE) We shall meet again, Mrs. Dutton. In the meantime your sweet face will haunt me, sleeping or waking. Goodbye  goodbye sweetheart, goodbye!

MRS. DUTTON gives him a coquettish look, as she goes off  C to R., and JOE kisses his hand to her.

GEORGE confronts JOE, speechless with rage, throws cap on, ground  JOE grinning.

GEORGE. Why the  why the  you  you  

JOE. (picks up chair defending himself) Calm yourself George, calm yourself.

GEORGE. What do you mean by it? How dare you tell lies about me.

JOE. (smirking) I cant help being good looking, George.

GEORGE. (throws chair off) Your good looks wouldnt hurt anybody. Its the Admiral business that fetches her. Its turned her head.

JOE. Ah, shell say snap to my snip any time. And remember, George, therell always be a knife and fork laid for you, when you like to come.

GEORGE. (coming to JOE) I dessay. Only as it happens, Im going to tell her the truth about you, first thing  if I cant have her, you shant.

JOE. (C.) Thatll spoil your chance too. Shell never forgive you for fooling her like that. It seems a pity that neither of us should get her.

GEORGE. (angrily) Youre a sarpint  a sarpint that Ive warmed in my bosom  

JOE. (stopping him) Thatll do, thatll do. Theres no call to be indelicate, George.

GEORGE. Indelicate. I  I  

JOB. NOW, look ere. Im agreeable to going back by the 12.15 to-day, without seeing her again  if its made worth my while.

GEORGE. Made worth your while?

JOE. Certainly  shes not a bad-looking woman  for her age  and you say its a snug little business.

GEORGE. Well, if  if arf a sovereign.

JOE. Arf a fiddlestick! I want five pounds.

GEORGE. Five pounds!

JOE. Youve just drawn your pension, and besides, youve always been a saving man all your life.

GEORGE. Five pounds! Do you think Ive got a gold mine in my back garden. Dyou think Im made of money  you shark! You villain  you  you swindler  

JOB. (calmly) I dont go for a penny less. Five pounds and my ticket back  if you call me any more o those names, Ill make it ten.

GEORGE. You  you  son of a  

JOE. NOW, now, George  be careful.

GEORGE. (sinking on to bench) I cant afford five pounds. dolefully)

JOE. (emphatically) Then I cant afford to go.

GEORGE, (slowly) Well, if I do pay it, what am I to explain to Mrs. Dutton?

JOE. Anything you like. Tell her Im engaged to my cousin and our marriage keeps being put off on account of my eccentric behaviour. That would sound reasonable. Tell any lies you like. I shall never turn up to contradict them.

GEORGE. Well  I suppose I must. (groans) And I was just going to take it down to the bank! (produces notebook and takes out note) There you are, bah! And there  (handing money)  is your fare.

JOE. (goes up  stops, comes down) Here, whats this  third class fare?

GEORGE. Well, of course.

JOE. Third class! Who ever heard of an Admiral riding third class?

GEORGE. (endeavouring to repress his rage) But they dont know youre an Admiral.

JOE. NO, but I feel like one. Come on, fork out.

Music, till curtain.

GEORGE. (hands money) Damn! I shall have to starve for three months to make up for this.

JOE. Good-bye, George, thank you, George, (holds out hand) Ive enjoyed my visit very much.

GEORGE, (growls) I hope youll bloomin well break you bloomin neck.

JOE. (goes up C.) Im letting you off easy. Id ha had the widow myself if it hadnt ha been for one little thing.

GEORGE. (growls) What little thing?

JOE. (at exit) Nothing, George, nothing. Just one of those ere little things we all think such a lot of till weve got em, you know.

GEORGE. What is it?

JOE. It aint a it, George, its a she!

GEORGE. A she  what you dont mean?  

JOE. My wife.

GEORGE. Your what?

JOE. My wife.

GEORGE fails in a chair struggling for breath.

Music swells.

CURTAIN


IN THE LIBRARY
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IN THE LIBRARY

SCENE.  In the Library.

This is a comfortably-furnished bachelors apartment on the third floor. There is a window L.C. and a fireplace, in which a fire is burning, R.C. There is a door, opening on to the landing R. Over L. is a bureau and a safe built into the wall. There is a table L.C.

(When the curtain rises JAMES FLETCHER, a slightly-built, plain man of 40, with a fair moustache, is by fire R.C. He looks at the clock, compares it with his watch. TRAYTON BURLEIGH enters R. He is a tall, powerfully-built man of 35. He is clean-shaven,  smartly dressed.)

BURLEIGH (cheerily). Hullo! Not gone to roost yet? Why, youre getting quite dissipated. Its past midnight. You are losing all your beauty-sleep.

FLETCHER (coldly). Ive been waiting for you. BURLEIGH (seating himself near fire). Good man. Nice of you. (Pushes electric bell button.)

FLETCHER. It is no use ringing. The servants are out.

BURLEIGH. Oh, bother! I wanted them to light a fire in my room.

FLETCHER (with meaning). It doesnt matter; you wont need it.

BURLEIGH (surprised). Eh? Surely Im the best judge of that? What do you mean: I shant need it? How do you know what I need?

FLETCHER. I waited up because I wished to talk to you.  ...

BURLEIGH (yawning, but looking at him stealthily). Business, I suppose? What a terrible chap you are for work. You think, dream, and do nothing else.

FLETCHER (regarding him steadily). Yes.

BURLEIGH. What the deuce is the matter with you to-night? Youre about as cheerful as a wet Sunday afternoon.

FLETCHER. I told you I wanted to speak to you on a matter of business  our business.

BURLEIGH (looks at him sharply and then speaks with assumed indifference). Dont we have enough of that at the office? (With sudden petulance.) Hang it, this is neither the time nor the place  be reasonable I FLETCHER (sternly). Im going to settle this matter now.

BURLEIGH (sulkily). Well, fire away, Im confoundedly sleepy. What is it?

FLETCHER. Trayton, Burleigh!  youre a thief!

BURLEIGH (starting up). How dare you! How dare you! You hound! Ill  (Stands trembling with rage.) You  you  !

FLETCHER. While I was abroad you have been using the trust money.  

BURLEIGH. Yes  I  I  only for a time. I intended to tell you about it, only  

FLETCHER. Only you knew that I would not countenance dishonesty.  

BURLEIGH. Dishonesty! Nonsense, its business.

FLETCHER. Possibly it may appear so to you, but its not the business that has made the name of our firm honoured for five generations.

BURLEIGH. My dear chap, be reasonable, I can explain everything.

FLETCHER. YOU cant explain away the fact that youve stolen this money. Stolen it. (Bangs fist in his hand.)

BURLEIGH (goes to table, takes a cigar from a box, lights it and resumes seat). Supposing I have  er  used some of the money left in our care, for my own purposes, what then? Its certainly going away from the firms old-fashioned business methods, I admit, but after all its only  

FLETCHER (interrupting him). Theft.

BURLEIGH (uneasily). Rot. I see a chance of putting the money into a good thing; I do so. Unfortunately the good thing is, like most of us, not so good as it ought to be. You cant blame me for that. Come, we must make the best of it. Youre too good a sportsman to desert your partner when hes in a fix.

FLETCHER. Im too good a sportsman to remain in partnership with a damned rogue.

BURLEIGH (starting up). Im hanged if Ill stand that from you, Fletcher, or any man. Understand that.

FLETCHER (quietly smoking his pipe). Listen to me. Youve stolen this money. If I liked to give you away youd get ten years.

BURLEIGH (nervously). You wont do that? For Heavens sake, Fletcher  

FLETCHER. Not if you do as I tell you. If you agree to my terms your crime will remain unknown.

BURLEIGH. Hang it all; Crime! I tell you  

FLETCHER. Call it what you like, but upon one thing I insist.

BURLEIGH (glaring at him). Youre beastly dictatorial.

FLETCHER. I speak for the honour of the firm.

BURLEIGH (seating himself in chair by table). Oh, damn the honour of the firm. What do you propose to do?

FLETCHER (very slowly). Im going to give you two hundred pounds and youre going abroad at once. The partnership is dissolved.

BURLEIGH (sneeringly). Sounds delightfully simple.

FLETCHER. Yes.

BURLEIGH (smouldering). It hasnt occurred to you, I suppose, that I might refuse your terms?

FLETCHER. NO. You are in no position to refuse.

BURLEIGH (with fury). I am to go out and leave you in possession? You will stay here sole proprietor of the house, our house; you will stay at the office, sole owner and representative of the firm, our firm? You are a good hand at a deal, James Fletcher.

FLETCHER. I am an honest man, and to raise sufficient money to make your defalcations good will not by any means leave me the gainer, as you very well know.

BURLEIGH (eagerly). Theres no necessity to borrow. We can pay the interest easily, and in course of time make the principal good without a soul being the wiser. Its been done over and over again.

FLETCHER (rising and pacing up and down the room). Possibly we could, but I will be no mans confederate in dishonesty; I will raise every penny at all costs, and save the name of the firm  and yours with it  but I will never have you darken the office again, or sit in this house after to-night. (Standing near the window.)

BURLEIGH (starting to his feet). You wont! You!

FLETCHER. I wont. You can choose the alternative  disgrace and penal servitude.

(BURLEIGH advances in a threatening attitude.)

Dont stand over me; you wont frighten me, I can assure you. Sit down.

BURLEIGH (going to window). Has it struck you, Fletcher, that theres a certain amount of risk in pressing me too hard? Youre a small man, and it would not require a great effort on my part to throw you through that window. A thirty feet drop on to palings would be an unpleasant death.

FLETCHER (coolly). So would hanging.

BURLEIGH. Dont drive me too far, thats all. I dont want to hurt you. (Resuming his seat.) You have arranged so many things in your kindness, have you arranged how I am to live?

FLETCHER. You have two strong hands, and health. I will give you the two hundred pounds I mentioned, and after that you must look out for yourself.

BURLEIGH (contemptuously). Two hundred! Why not give me a box of cigars?

FLETCHER (taking roll of notes from his pocket-case and offering them to BURLEIGH). YOU can take them now.

BURLEIGH (refusing to take them). Youre damned considerate, arent you? Money all ready, and everything arranged.

FLETCHER. Dont be a fool. Thats all youll get. (Again offers them and they are again refused by BURLEIGH). Very well (puts them back into pocket), as you please.

(BURLEIGH glares at him, then takes two or three turns across the room. He stops suddenly as though an idea has struck him.)

BURLEIGH (suddenly), Mrs. Marl is out? FLETCHER. She will be away the night, and Jane too.

BURLEIGH (with assumed indifference). Are you sure? I thought I heard some one moving in the basement as I came in. I am almost certain I did.

FLETCHER. YOU were mistaken. They wont be back to-night. Theyve gone together somewhere.

BURLEIGH. SO much the better. We shant be disturbed until to-morrow morning. Im going to have this out with you to-night. Understand once for all that Im not going to be browbeaten into leaving you in sole possession of everything. Im not going to  

FLETCHER (firmly). Youre going to do as youre told. Ive given you a chance. If you refuse to take it  well  you know the consequences.

BURLEIGH (sneeringly). I suppose the upright, honest partner will inform the police.

FLETCHER. He will.

BURLEIGH (slowly). Rather than that Id kill you and myself as well. If Im to be turned adrift, Im damned if it shall be to leave you here. For the last time, will you come to some arrangement? 

FLETCHER. For the last time, no.

BURLEIGH. By God, Fletcher, youll drive me mad with your cold-blooded, sanctimonious air. Be reasonable, or I wont be answerable for the consequences.

FLETCHER. Dont you know me well enough to realize that Im not likely to be bullied into anything by you? Are you going abroad, or do you prefer penal servitude?

BURLEIGH. Ill do neither, damn you.

(BURLEIGH goes to door R. and shuts it. FLETCHER rises from his chair and stands, over L., watching him. BURLEIGH turns from the door, and takes a small Japanese sword from the wall. He moves slowly towards FLETCHER, drawing the sword from its sheath as he comes.)

I give you one chance, Fletcher. You are a man of your word. Hush this up and let things be as they were before, and you are safe.

FLETCHER (sharply). Put that down.

BURLEIGH. By heavens, I mean what I say. FLETCHER. I mean what I said.

(BURLEIGH raises the sword)

Dont be a mad  

(BURLEIGH rushes at FLETCHER and stabs him in the chest)

BURLEIGH. NOW perhaps youll  

(FLETCHER raises his hands to his chest, staggers and falls between table and footlights)

(BURLEIGH goes over to him)

Come, get up, youre not  not  

(He looks at the sword in his hand, shudders, and drops it close to the body. He looks carefully for traces of blood on his hands and wipes them with a piece of paper, which he afterwards burns, He goes to safe, takes out a cash-box, puts money in his pocket, burns some papers, then opens the bureau. He takes from it a revolver which he loads and places it in his pocket. He goes to FLETCHERS body and takes the roll of notes from his pocket. A faint noise is heard off. He starts to his feet)

BURLEIGH. Whats that?

He creeps to the door and listens. After waiting for a moment, he returns and throws table-cloth over body, closes the safe and the bureau, and is about to go off R. when there is another noise heard off. He starts violently, then creeps to the door and listens. He leans out at door R. He closes the door and backs into the room with a mystified expression, and after a moments pause he creeps to the door and switches off the light. He stands against the wall by the side of the door with a revolver in his hand. The door, which opens up stage, is slowly pushed open by the BURGLAR. The light from his lantern flashes found the room and he cautiously enters. The open door conceals BURLEIGH from the BURGLAR, who creeps across the stage. BURLEIGH slams the door to, switches on the light and covers the BURGLAR with his revolver.)

BURLEIGH (suddenly). Hands up !

BURGLAR (dropping lantern). Struth! A fair cop!

BURLEIGH. Hands up, or Ill put a bullet through you.

BURGLAR (holding up his hands). All right, Guv- nor, dont shoot, I know when the games up.

Burleigh (pointing to chair by fireplace). Sit down.

BURGLAR. But, Guvnor, I BURLEIGH (threateningly). Sit down, damn you.

(The BURGLAR backs towards the table which conceals FLETCHERS body.)

(Hastily.) Not there, here. (Points to chair. The BURGLAR sits.)

BURGLAR. You neednt point that thing at me, it might go off. You wouldnt like to murder me, Guv nor.

(BURLEIGH lowers revolver and regards him strangely.)

(Whining.) I havent taken anything, Guvnor. Ive only been in a minute or two. It wont do you no good to put me away, and Id  

BURLEIGH. Silence.

BURGLAR (WHINING). ITS THE fust time, Guvnor. Ive been out o work for   

Burleigh. Silence. (Straightens up and raising revolver again). Yes. (Nods.) Yes. (Turns to Burglar.) How am I to know how long youve been here? How am I to know what youve done? Where is my friend? Eh? Where is he? What have you done with him?

BURGLAR (staring). Ive only seen you, Guvnor. BURLEIGH. Well, where is Fletcher? He was here when I went upstairs to my room ten minutes ago. Sit still (backs a little to door and after first opening his mouth ineffectually calls three times very slowly and each louder than the last.) Fletcher! Fletcher!! Fletcher!!!  (Comes into room again and eyes BURGLAR.) You dog! You dog! I believe youve killed him. That was the cry I heard! BURGLAR (starting up). What! BURLEIGH (in a terrible voice). Sit down! You have killed him and you shall swing for it. You shall swing for it! Murderer! BURGLAR. I tell you I havent seen a soul. BURLEIGH. Well  well see. You keep quiet; I am going to call the police. If you try to escape I will shoot you.

(He goes to door R. and goes out, closing it after him and locking it from the outside. The BURGLAR sits listening for a moment, then cautiously rises and creeps to the door and tries it. He takes a tool from his pocket and tries to pick the lock, but fails to do so. He then goes to the window, opens it and looks out. The sound of a police whistle is heard outside. He runs back from the window, and stumbling over table-cloth, drags it off and sees FLETCHERS body. Bends down and touches it, then utters a scream. Police whistle is again heard. He rushes to the door and beats frantically upon the panels.

BURGLAR. Let me out! Let me out! For Gods sake let me out! Help! BURLEIGH (outside the door). Stay where you are. If you come out, Ill kill you.

BURGLAR. Let me out! For Gods sake open the door! Theres something here. Let me out! Let me out!

BURLEIGH (outside the door). Damn you, keep quiet.

(THE BURGLAR crouches in a corner. There is a moment of dead silence, then the police are heard calling from downstairs.)  

Here you are. Hes in here.

(The BURGLAR switches off the light, as the door is opened. There is a flash of light from the policemens lanterns. A SERGEANT and a CONSTABLE enter, followed by BURLEIGH, who carries his revolver. The BURGLAR makes a dash for the door, and is seized by the SERGEANT and the CONSTABLE, BURLEIGH switches on the light. After a struggle, the BURGLAR is overpowered.)

SERGEANT. Put the bracelets on him, Collins. CONSTABLE. Yes, sir. (He handcuffs the BURGLAR who is held to the ground by the SERGEANT.)

SERGEANT (to BURLEIGH). Hot work, sir. Its fortunate we were passing when you whistled. (To CONSTABLE.) Keep your eye on him, Collins.

CONSTABLE. Yes, sir. (He stands over the BURGLAR.)

BURGLAR (panting). All right, sir, I wont give no trouble, sir. I aint been in the house ten minutes altogether. I swear I aint, sir.

SERGEANT. What does that signify, ten minutes or ten seconds wont make any difference.

BURGLAR. It was ere when I come; take that down, sir. Ive only just come, and it was ere when I come. I tried to get away from it, but I was locked in. It was ere when I come.

SERGEANT. What are you talking about? What was here?

BURGLAR. That. (Pointing to body which is partially concealed by table.)

(The SERGEANT goes over L.C.) SERGEANT. Murder!

BURLEIGH (reeling back against the wall and covering his eyes with his hands). God! Fletcher!

CONSTABLE (holding BURLEIGH up as he staggers). All right, sir, all right. Turn your head away. (He leads BURLEIGH to chair C and seals him with his back to the body. He pours out a glass of whiskey from a decanter, and hands it to BURLEIGH, who drinks it eagerly; the glass rattles against his teeth.)

SERGEANT (to BURLEIGH). Who is it, sir?

BURLEIGH (speaking with an effort). My friend  Fletcher. We lived together. (To BURGLAR.) YOU damned villain.

BURGLAR. He was dead when I come in the room, gentlemen. He was on the floor dead, and when I see im, I tried to get out. Selp me he was. I shouldnt ha called out if Id killed him.

SERGEANT. All right, youd better hold your tongue, you know.

CONSTABLE (going to BURGLAR). Yes, you keep quiet.

(The SERGEANT goes over to FLETCHERS body, kneels beside it, and raises FLETCHERS head.)

BURGLAR. I ad nothing to do with it. I ad nothing to do with it. I never thought of such a thing. Ive only been in the place ten minutes; put that down, sir.

BURLEIGH (to BURGLAR). YOU lying hound. Youve murdered him. Poor  poor chap.

SERGEANT. (The other characters do not see FLETCHER slowly raise his hand, as BURLEIGH is seated with his back to the body and the CONSTABLE and BURGLAR are over R. and are looking at BURLEIGH. The SERGEANT seeing that FLETCHER is alive bends his head and FLETCHER whispers to him, he then raises his hand, by a great effort, and points at BURLEIGH. His arm falls and his head drops in a lifeless manner. The SERGEANT mutters to himself Dead, and holds up the sword, which he has picked up from the floor, near FLETCHER, and speaks to BURLEIGH). DO you recognize this?

BURGLAR (eagerly). Ive never seen it before. BURLEIGH. It used to hang on the wall. He must have snatched it down. It was on the wall when I left Fletcher a little while ago.

SERGEANT. HOW long?

BURLEIGH. Perhaps an hour, perhaps half an hour. I went to my bedroom. I heard a noise and a choking cry. Came down. Saw this man in here. Locked the door, and whistled for assistance.

BURGLAR (with sudden insight). You done it! You done it, and you want me to swing for it. Thats your game is it?

CONSTABLE (indignantly). Thatll do. Thatll do!

SERGEANT (to BURGLAR). You hold your tongue. The less you say, the better for you. ( To BURLEIGH.) Dont you worry about him, sir. Well look after him.

(Goes over to BURLEIGH.)

BURLEIGH (trying to smile). No, no, of course not, but  I  I SERGEANT (to BURLEIGH). Feeling better, sir? BURLEIGH. Yes.

SERGEANT. You wont want this thing any more, weve got him all right.

(Takes the revolver, which BURLEIGH still holds, and places it in his pocket.)

Youve hurt your wrist, sir.

BURLEIGH (raising his hands sharply). I? Where? SERGEANT (taking BURLEIGHS wrist in his hand). This one, I think. I saw it just now.

BURLEIGH. NO, its all right.

SERGEANT. It must have been the other then. A cut, I think it was.

(BURLEIGH holds up the other hand. The SERGEANT takes both his wrists in one hand, and with the other hand whips out a pair of handcuffs from his pocket and snaps them on BURLEIGHS wrists, after a struggle in which the CONSTABLE joins.)

BURLEIGH (struggling). Take these things off. Damn you, take them off. Have you gone mad? Take them off, I say.

(Stands, breathing hard as police hold him, silent and watchful.)

BURGLAR (triumphantly). And you wanted me to swing for it.

CURTAIN.
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THE WARMING PAN
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A COMEDY IN ONE ACT
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SCENE.  MR. BOOMS Living-room.

This is a room with a tang of the sea about it. There is a window at the back, with geraniums on the sill. There are two doors, one down right and the other up left. The latter opens inwards and allows the person opening it to remain unseen. There is an old table centre, some wheel-back chairs, an antique chest of drawers with a model of a ship and large shells on top. Marine-scapes, painted on glass, are hanging on the walls. The fireplace is above the right door. An old tobacco-box, crude vases, etc., are on the mantelpiece. Two easy-chairs at the fire complete the furniture. A small jug containing a little water, and a lamp with a cretonne shade are on the table.

As the CURTAIN rises BOOM and RAGGETT enter from the right.

BOOM. Well, come in and sit down for a minute. The chair wont bite you. (He seats himself.)

RAGGETT. One of ems got a broken spring as is amost as bad as a bite.

BOOM. Has it?

RAGGETT (pointedly). Yes  youre sitting on the other.

(He pushes the easy-chair out of the way, puts a small chair in its place and sits. They both smoke.)

BOOM. Did you notice how grumpy young Dick Tarrell was looking?

RAGGETT. I dont like the way he looks at me at all. Taint safe.

BOOM (with satisfaction). Ah! Its beginning to work. People are beginning to talk.

BAGGETT. Talk about wot?

BOOM. YOU and Kate. They are beginning to notice the way you are coming here. If that dont make her sit up, nothing will.

RAGGETT (rising). I wont come no more.

BOOM (rising and pushing him back). You wouldnt go back on an old pal, Baggett? I want her to marry young Dick  or young anybody else; shes too much for me; worse than her mother was. And cos I want her to marry, she wont.

BAGGETT. Well, dont want her to marry, then.

BOOM. Why not?

BAGGETT.COS then shell want to.

BOOM. But I cant help wanting her to marry. Nobody who had lived with her for twenty years could help it. Why, ony yesterday she picked up a piece of mud off of the floor and asked me how it got there.

RAGGETT. HOW did it?

BOOM. Ask me another. I told her the fairies must have put it there.

(RAGGETT eyes him.)

(Impressively.) After dinner I found it in my baccy-jar, and when I asked her how it got there she said she supposed the fairies had been at it again.

RAGGETT. She wants talking to.

BOOM. Yes... yes, but a womans a delikit creature, Raggett, and the last row we had she got that ill she had to stay in bed.

RAGGETT. Ay! That was all right.

BOOM. All right! All right! What about my breakfast?

(RAGGETT coughs.)

And my dinner, and tea, and feeding the chickens, and washing-up, and all sorts of things that I dont like doing?

RAGGETT. Youll ave to do it if she marries.

BOOM. Not me. I shall have a woman come in; same as you do. (Coaxingly.) You and me have been good pals, Ben.

RAGGETT. Ah, ay.

BOOM (more softly still). Come across to the Jolly Sailors with me now and have a couple o pints to get your courage up, and then come back and ask her.

RAGGETT. Ask her wot?

BOOM. TO be your wife.

RAGGETT {starting).Ave you gorn mad?

BOOM (persuasively). With gin in both the pints.

RAGGETT. YOU must be mad.

BOOM. NO, Im not. If she gets made to look foolish, shell get desperate  marry young Dick praps.... I want her to get talked about  have everybody making fun of both of you, talking about a good-looking young gal being courted by an old chap with one foot in the grave and a face like a dried herring. Thats what  

RAGGETT (with icy coldness). Might I ask who youre alluding to?

BOOM (startled, bid speaking reassuringly). Them aint my words, old chap. It was the way she was speaking of you the other day.

RAGGETT (rising). Well, I wont have nothing to do with it.

BOOM (pulling him down in his seat again). Well, nobody neednt know anything about it. Just do it to upset her. She wont tell, Im sure.... She wouldnt like the disgrace of it.

RAGGETT (choking and getting up again). Look ere!

BOOM (querulously). I mean from her point of view. You re very asty, Raggett.

RAGGETT. Well, I dont care about it. It may seem all right to you, but suppose I ave all my trouble for nothing.

BOOM. Well, thered be no harm done and it would be a bit of sport for both of us. Come across and have a pint to get your courage up. You shall have the other pint when youve done it.

(They go to the street door down right, just as DICK TARRELL enters. They pause at the door.)

DICK. Morning, Mr. Boom! I just looked in as I was passing. (He turns to go out with them.)

BOOM (staring at him). Well, aint you going to have a longer look than that?

DICK (shuffling). I dont want to come where Im not wanted. Its  its all right to come in and talk to you, but when youre away I  I feel that Im in the way.

RAGGETT. Praps you are.

DICK (scowling at him and turning to BOOM). If I say Good morning and she says Good morning, and then I dont say any more and she dont say any more, it makes a chap feel awkward. If I had to see her about anything  

BOOM (laying his hand on DICKS arm). Tell her I asked you to look for my baccy-pouch. Itll take you a long time to find that.

DICK. Why?

BOOM (patting his pocket).Cos Ive got it here. You might spend  ah  the best part of an hour looking for that. Both of you  together. (He goes to the back door up left and looks out.) Shes coming up the back way now.

(He goes out with RAGGETT at the street door. DICK, in a somewhat confused, guilty fashion, begins to search the room. KATE enters.)

DICK. Good morning, Miss Boom.

KATE. Good morning.

DICK (stammering). I  I met your tobacco-pouch just now and he  he asked me to  

KATE (in mild surprise). Met my tobacco-pouch? But I havent got one.

DICK (flustered). I mean your father, and he asked me to see if I could find his tobacco-pouch. He  he  he  

KATE. Yes?  

DICK. Left it about somewhere.

KATE. He is always leaving things about; he is so absent-minded. (Sighing.) But I suppose all men are. DICK. I am not.

KATE. I dare say you will be  when you are old enough. When I say men  

DICK. Yes?

KATE. I mean grown-up men.

DICK (shortly). I am twenty-five.

KATE. Are you really? Twen  ty  five! Backward as a baby, I suppose?

DICK (Heatedly). Not that I know of.

KATE (indulgently). Well, of course, you wouldnt know. And it is nice to look young. You will be thankful for it later on. If I were a man, I should like to look like a boy as long as possible. Fresh and innocent.

(DICK makes a gurgling noise, raises a cushion from the easy-chair and looks beneath it. He looks on the mantelpiece. KATE seats herself in the easy-chair and takes up a book. DICK continues the search.)

DICK. Lovely morning.

KATE (lowering book). Eh?

DICK. I said it is a lovely morning.

KATE. Oh, yes. What made you say that?

DICK. Well  I  I... It is a lovely morning, and I said so.

KATE. Yes, I heard you.

(She takes up her book again. DICK continues his search. KATE laughs. He starts, and eyes her suspiciously; but she appears to be laughing at her book.)

DICK. Are you fond of reading?

KATE. Sometimes. Have you looked under the chest of drawers? It might be there.

(DICK hesitates, then goes down on his hands and knees and peers under the chest. KATE, looking at her book, laughs convulsively. DICK springs up and stands glaring at her.)

Have you found it?

DICK. NO. That must be very funny  that book you are reading.

KATE (primly). Funny! Its a hymn-book.

DICK (starting). What were you laughing at, then?

KATE. Thoughts.

(DICK turns away and in a dogged fashion continues his search, glancing at her occasionally as he does so. KATE continues to read.)

DICK. HOW nice your geraniums are.

KATE. Yes, theyre all right.

DICK. I cant think how you keep em so nice.

KATE. Well, dont try. Havent you found it yet?

DICK. NO.

KATE. Tt, tt! Have you looked up the chimney?

DICK (shouting). No.

KATE. Dont shout at me, please; I am only trying to help you. It is just as likely to be there as anywhere else  isnt it?

DICK (coughing). I never heard of a man putting his tobacco-pouch up the chimney.

KATE. Well, dont let me interrupt you; there are plenty of places you havent looked in yet.

DICK. All in good time. (He pauses.) Im in no hurry. Are you fond of hymns?

KATE. NO, I like girls best.

DICK (after a moments bewilderment). I mean hymns to sing.

KATE. Oh, that sort! No.

DICK (humbly). Of course, I never thought of you liking the other sort. You are much too stand-offish.

KATE (still reading). Some are better than others. I have seen one or two that were not so bad. I saw some when I was staying in London last year. Very different to the men you see about here.

DICK (sulkily). How different?

KATE (emphatically). In every way. There was one in particular. I should think he passed the house I was stopping at fifty times one morning.

DICK. HOW do you know?

KATE (dreamily). I was sitting in the window  reading. I dont think I ever saw a man with such fine eyes. And the way he took his hat off!...

(DICK relieves his feelings by banging things about in a renewed search for the pouch.)

DICK. I never heard anybody say anything good about Londoners.

KATE. Jealousy, I expect.

(DICK laughs, sardonically.)

(Haughtily.) Are you laughing at me?

DICK. NO, of course not.

KATE. What were you laughing at, then?

DICK. Thoughts.

KATE (kindly). You shouldnt think.

DICK. Why not?

KATE (softly). Well  perhaps there are other jobs you can do better. (Graciously.) I thought the way you were tarring your boat yesterday was quite good. You put it on so evenly.

DICK. I dare say one of your Londoners could do it better.

KATE. Oh, yes, of course; but look at the advantages theyve had. Have you found that pouch yet?

DICK. No.

KATE. Well, Ill go down Back Lane and look for it. Father was there this morning.

(She goes out by the back door. DICK stands morosely staring at the door, with his hands in his pockets. He turns to the front door just as BOOM and RAGGETT enter.)

BOOM (with a wink). Wheres Kate?

DICK. Gone down Back Lane  to look for the pouch. BOOM (chuckling). Ah! Theres nothing like a little artfulness in these things, Dick.

(Dick staring offensively at Raggett). It dont lead to much.

BOOM. Dont you be in a hurry, my lad. Ive been thinking over this little affair for some time now, and Ive got a plan  

DICK (rudely). If its anything to do with baccy-pouches  

BOOM. It aint; its quite different. Now, youd best get aboard your craft and do your duty. Theres more young men won gals arts while doing of then duty than  than if they wasnt doing of their duty, if you understand me.

RAGGETT (unctuously). Dooty first; hard work and dooty.

DICK. Who asked you to shove your oar in? Suppose you mind your business.

BOOM (severely). It is his business; he is going to help you.

(KATE comes in from the hack lane unperceived, and then slips behind the door, which she leaves open. Her head occasionally emerges, and she displays great interest in the scene that follows.)

DICK. Help me? Him?

BOOM. Hes going to propose to her. Day after day, week after week, month after month, year after  

RAGGETT (sourly). Not so much of it.

BOOM. Until she gets sick of it and is ready to take anybody.

DICK. Propose! Propose! Why, he must be mad. Look at him!

BOOM. Thats all right. Thats why I picked him out special.

RAGGETT (angrily). Look here, I wont have nothing to do with it.

BOOM (beaming at RAGGETT). And because he has got brains.

DICK. Thats bad.

BOOM. Bad? Why?

DICK. In case she hits him over the head with the poker.

RAGGETT (hastily, turning to BOOM). Look here, I wont have nothing  

BOOM (interrupting). She wont hit an old man like you.

DICK. And if she does you ought to be flattered. RAGGETT. It ud take more than that to flatter me. BOOM. Stuff and nonsense! Come on, Dick, you and mell hop across the road while hes doing it. Then well come back and see whats happened.

DICK (turning to RAGGETT). If we hear you calling out Help! or Murder! we can run over to you. (Admiringly.) You must have got a nerve!

RAGGETT. Im not going to do it. I dont know how to.

BOOM. Nonsense. Its as easy as easy. Ill show you how. (He ponders.) Look here. Ive got an idea. How would it be for you to have a bit of practice like? RAGGETT. Prac  tice!

BOOM. Yes; then we could see how you are going to do it, and give you a bit of advice if you do it wrong.

(RAGGETT stares at him.)

(Again pondering.) Young Dick can sit there, pretending to be Kate, and you come in at the door and make love to him.

DICK. Not if I know it.

BOOM (with great dignity). All right. I wash my hands of you then. Me and my old pal, Raggett, are doing our best to help you, and this is all the thanks we get for it.

RAGGETT. Im not going to play the fool.

BOOM. Im not asking you to play the fool. Im just asking you to be obliging. (He goes to the mantelpiece and returns with a lead box.) And theres that old lead baccy-box youve always wanted. I make you a present of it.

(He crams it into RAGGETTS pocket. RAGGETT protests feebly.)

Dick, you go and sit there.

(He points to the easy-chair. DICK takes it.)

Now, Raggett, come outside and then go in as if you was just passing.

(He puts his arm round RAGGETTS waist and takes him out. DICK grins, pauses, takes the coloured tablecloth off the table and dons it shawl-wise; he then takes the shade from the lamp and puts it on his head and, sitting down, sticks one foot on the mantelpiece. KATE watches these proceedings with much interest. RAGGETT returns, followed by BOOM. They both start as they see DICK.)

(Sourly.) Are you pretending to be my daughter? DICK (in falsetto voice). Yes, Father.

BOOM. Take your foot off the mantelpiece then. Now, Raggett, go ahead.

RAGGETT (in a surly voice). Good morning.

BOOM. NO, no, no; you dont want to talk as if youre going to bite her head off. Be gentle like.

RAGGETT (approaching chair). Good morning, Miss Boom.

DICK (falsetto voice). Good morning, Fish-face.

(RAGGETT starts back and BOOM raises his hands in despair.)

BOOM. NO. No. Its no good being rude to him till he has asked you to marry him. Come out and begin over again, Raggett.

(He leads RAGGETT off and they re-enter.)

RAGGETT. Good morning, Miss Boom.

DICK (falsetto). Good morning, Mr. Raggett. How well you are looking this morning.

BOOM. Thats better.

RAGGETT. I was  er  just speaking to your father about you.

DICK (affectedly). O  oh! In  deed. And what did the old Turnip say?

BOOM. Thatll do. Thatll do. Any more of this, young Dick, and out you go.

DICK (in his natural voice). But I was pretending to be Miss Boom. It isnt me talking; its her.

BOOM (with dignity). You dont know how young gals talk; not gals that has been brought up proper, that is. My daughter would never dream  

BAGGETT. I heard er ask you the other day whether you was born stoopid or whether you took lessons. Toosday morning it was.

BOOM (disagreeably). Who asked you to shove your oar in?

RAGGETT. All right, all right; Ill go.

(He moves towards the door. BOOM catches him by the sleeve.)

BOOM (desperately). Go on; say what you like. Both of you.

RAGGETT. I forget where I was, now.

BOOM (prompting). I was just speaking to your father about you. And Dick says: Oh, indeed. RAGGETT (turning to DICK). Yes, we ad quite a long talk about you.

DICK (falsetto). And what did the   (Glances at BOOM.) What did dear Father say?

RAGGETT. He seemed to think, seemed to think  

DICK (falsetto, raising his eyes). No. No!

(BOOM controls himself by an obvious effort.)

RAGGETT. He ad a sort of idea   

DICK (falsetto). Yes.

RAGGETT. That we  that you and me  

DICK (falsetto). Yes.

RAGGETT. Might  er  might fix it up.

DICK (puzzled). Fix it up?

RAGGETT (doggedly). Get spliced like.

(DICK rises and regards him with distended eyes, and then with a faint moan drops back into the chair. He begins to laugh, gradually turning into a fit of weeping, and drums his heels on the ground. BOOM and RAGGETT regard him with amazed disfavour.)

Has he gone dotty?

BOOM. High-stirricks, thats what it is.

(He looks around, seizes the jug from the table and throws water in DICKS face. DICK springs up, spluttering and indignant, wiping his face.)

DICK. What did you do that for?

BOOM. Thats the proper thing to do for high-stirricks. DICK (injured voice). But I was only pretending to have them.

BOOM. Yes, and I was pretending youd got them.

(RAGGETT, highly amused, exchanges winks with BOOM.)

And now youve had your fun youd better get off home and change your shirt. Next time you play the fool, youll have it out of a bucket.

(DICK goes out, grumbling and mopping himself.)

You were wonderful, Raggett. Youre a born actor, thats what you are. Now, you stay here, and when Kate comes in  shes always gallivanting about somewhere  just say to her what you said to Dick.

(KATES head disappears and the door up stage gently closes.)

RAGGETT. Suppose she gets the high-stirricks! BOOM. She wont.

(A door bangs off, and KATE is heard singing.)

There she is  Im off. Now dont forget your bit.

(He goes off quickly. RAGGETT moves as though to follow him and then turns back and stands awkwardly waiting. KATE comes in.)

KATE (cheerfully). Morning, Mr. Raggett.

RAGGETT. Morning.

KATE. I expect Father will be in soon, if you want to see him. Dont you find the hill rather trying? RAGGETT (shortly). No.

KATE. I should have thought you would. I think it is rather wonderful, the idea of an old man like you not minding it.

RAGGETT (viciously). Im sixty-seven, and I feel as young as ever I did.  

KATE. TO be sure. (Pause.) And look as young as ever you did.  

RAGGETT (slowly). I am just sixty-seven  Im not old and Im not young, (significantly) but Im just old enough to want somebody to look after me a bit.

KATE. I shouldnt while I could get about, if I were you. Why not wait until you are bedridden?

RAGGETT (snappishly). I dont mean that at all. When I say that I want somebody to look after me, I mean that Im thinking of getting married.

KATE (open-mouthed). Good  gracious!

RAGGETT (acidly). I may have one foot in the grave, and resemble a dried herring in the face, but  

KATE (gently). You cant help that; its not your fault.

RAGGETT (loudly). But Im going to get married.

KATE. Well, dont get in a way about it. Of course, if you want to, and  and  you can find somebody else who wants to, theres no reason why you shouldnt. Is there?

RAGGETT. Theres plenty as would jump at me.

KATE. Yes, except the poor old things with rheumatics.

RAGGETT. Rheumatics? Im not going to marry an old woman.

KATE. Oh!

RAGGETT. I was speaking to your father about it and  and  he has given his consent.

KATE (bewildered). His consent?

RAGGETT. Yes. He  he thinks we should make a very nice pair.

KATE. Pair! Pair! (She clasps her hands and gazes with a rapt expression at the ceiling.) Oh, Mr. Raggett! Is this a proposal?

RAGGETT (startled). Ye  es.

KATE (in awed ecstasy). How wonderful! Oh, what a fortunate girl I am! Oh, Mr. Raggett, to think of a poor girl like me having such luck!

(RAGGETT, dumb with consternation, totters to the fireplace and steadies himself with his arm on the mantelpiece.)

RAGGETT. I  I  perhaps you  

KATE (disregarding him). What luck. Youre not much to look at; still, I never troubled much about looks, and a girl cant have everything. Youve got the loveliest old chest of drawers and the best furniture all round in Mastleigh. And I suppose you have got a little money?

RAGGETT (in a broken voice). Very little.

KATE. I dont want any fuss or anything of that kind. No bridesmaids or anything of that sort. It wouldnt be suitable at your age.

(RAGGETT, a picture of misery, stares at her.)

(Musingly.) Just a few old friends and a bit of cake. And instead of spending a lot of money in foolish waste, well have three weeks in London.

RAGGETT (in a shaky voice). Praps  praps youd better take a little longer to consider, my dear.

KATE. NO, Ive quite made up my mind. Quite. And now I want to marry you just as much as you want to marry me. Ive always thought how nice it must be to marry an old man.

RAGGETT. Taint usual.

KATE. Theyre so easy to manage. Even if they wanted to flirt, theres nobody that would flirt with them. And an old man is so easily satisfied. Theyve seen the world and they dont expect much. A young man might want to have his own way, and I couldnt stand that.

RAGGETT (grimly). Middle-aged men want their own way, too, sometimes.

KATE (lightly). Ah, but they dont get it! And then, when they go  

RAGGETT (starting). Go? Go where?

KATE (simpering). Depends on the life they have led, I suppose.

(RAGGETT gazes at her in horror.)

Of course, a lot of people say dont marry an old man because youll be a widow so soon But I dont mind being a widow. I would much rather be a widow than my husband should be a widower. Much!

BAGGETT (glowering at her). My father lived to ninety-four.

KATE (cheerfully). Thats very unusual.

BAGGETT. My grandmother was ninety-six, and then she only died by accident. My Aunt Jane had whooping-cough when she was seventy-nine.

KATE. Its nothing to boast about.

BAGGETT. I wasnt boasting. My opinion is Im going to live to a hundred. Always has been.

KATE. Well, I must chance it, I suppose.

(Voices are heard outside. DICK and BOOM return.)

Oh, heres Father! Shall I tell him or will you?

BOOM (staring). Tell what?

KATE (clapping her hands and looking at BAGGETT). Go on; tell him. I am too shy.

BAGGETT (in a broken voice). She  shes got me.

(BOOM and DICK both start.)

BOOM. What?  

BAGGETT. Shes got me. (He totters into a chair.) KATE (simpering). He nearly fainted with joy when I said Yes. He could hardly believe his ears.

(The men eye each other dumbly. KATE stands with her hands clasped, looking modestly down.)

BOOM. DO you mean to say that you are going to marry him?

KATE (demurely). Yes, Father.

(DICK gives a short, hard laugh. KATE eyes him scornfully.)

BOOM (still gaping). What for?

KATE (softly). Love, I suppose. George  

(BAGGETT starts violently.)

 and I have found that we cant live without one another. It was so nice of him to go to you first and get your consent. Quite the proper thing to do, wasnt it?

(BOOM choices, and gazes around helplessly.)

DICK (sardonically). I hope the young couple will be happy, Mr. Boom.

BOOM. Shut up!

KATE. Thank you, Mr. Tarrell. (She moves towards the front door.)

BOOM. Where are you going?

KATE. TO tell Milly the good news. O  oh! Wont she be jealous!

(She goes out. The men all turn and gaze after her. A pause.)

BOOM (huskily). Raggett!

RAGGETT. Dont talk to me. Dont talk to me. I cant bear it. For two pins Id chuck myself into the harbour.

DICK. Ill pitch you in, if you like. It would be a pleasure.

RAGGETT (glaring at him and then turning to BOOM). My eads in a whirl. Its going round and round.

BOOM. It ud be a wonder if it wasnt.

RAGGETT (meditatively). To think ow Ive been let in for this! The plots and the plans an the artfulness whats been going on all round me, an Ive never seen it.

BOOM (violently). What dyou mean?

RAGGETT. I know what I mean.

BOOM. Praps youll tell me then. Come on. Out with it.

RAGGETT (fiercely). Who thought of it first? Whose idea was it? Who came to me and asked me to court his slip of a gal?

BOOM. Dont you be an old fool; not if you can help it. Its done now, and whats done cant be undone. I never thought to have a son-in-law seven or eight years older than what I am  and, whats more, I dont want it.

RAGGETT (shaking his head). Said I wasnt much to look at, but she liked my chest o drawers.

DICK. Well, its much better looking than you are. BOOM. Shut  up!

RAGGETT. Said she sposed Id got some money. BOOM. Dont ask me where she gets her natur from, cos I couldnt tell you. (Unctuously.) She dont get it from me.

(RAGGETT rises and, placing his cap on his head, totters slowly towards the front door.)

Where are you going?

RAGGETT. Ome. I wish I ad never left it. This is what comes of doing a kind action. I done all this for you, Dick, and look whats happened. Its evident she only wants my furniture. Now, if I give you all the best of it, praps shell take you instead.

DICK (grimly). No, she wont. I wouldnt have her now, not if she asked me on her bended knees. 

RAGGETT. Why not?

DICK. I dont want to marry that sort o girl. Its cured me.

RAGGETT. What about me then?

DICK. Well, so far as I can see, it serves you right for mixing yourself up in other peoples business.

BOOM (solemnly). You ought to think of others, Dick. Think of poor old Raggett. Hell be the laughingstock of the place!

RAGGETT (snarling). And youll be my father-in-law. 

DICK. Hell be all right. He wants somebody to help him spend his money.

(KATE returns.)

(Patronizingly.) Have you been spreading the good news?

KATE. I couldnt find her; and, besides, I think George ought to tell people. It looks better. Dont be too boastful, darling.

(RAGGETT opens his mouth two or three times, as though about to speak, and then, with a frantic gesture, rushes out.)

Go after him, Father. His joy has turned his head.

(BOOM looks at her in amazement and, with a bewildered shake of the head, follows RAGGETT.)

(As DICK also prepares to follow.) Where are you going? DICK. Home.

KATE. Arent you going to congratulate me?

DICK (soberly). Yes; I hope youll be happy.

(KATE takes some material from a drawer and, sitting down, begins to sew.)

KATE. DO you think I shall be happy?

DICK. It depends on what you are marrying for. Is that the  wedding-dress?

KATE (laughing). No, tablecloth. Youll want to know a little more before you get married.

DICK. Plenty of time for me. Im in no hurry. KATE. Thats right. I suppose you were rather surprised to hear that I am going to be?

DICK. A little bit. Theres been so many after old Raggett I didnt think hed ever be caught.

KATE. Oh!

DICK (patronizingly). I dare say he will make a very good husband. In fact, I think youll make a nice couple. Hes got a good home.

KATE. Thats why I accepted him  I told him so. Do you think its wrong to marry a man for that?

DICK (loftily). Thats your business. Speaking for myself, and not wishing to hurt anybodys feelings, I shouldnt like to marry a girl like that.

(KATE rises and, walking towards him, puts her face rather close to his.)

KATE (softly). You mean you wouldnt like to marry me?

DICK (doggedly). Thats  what I do mean.

(KATE puts her face a little closer.)

KATE (smiling). Not even if I asked you.

DICK. NO.

KATE. Thats all right, then. Arent you glad youre cured?

DICK (stepping back a little and almost shouting). Yes! KATE. SO am I. Are you happy?

DICK. Yes.

KATE. Well, now just go over to the Jolly Sailors and make poor old Raggett happy, too. (She sits down.) 

DICK (staring). Eh? How?

KATE (with a steady smile). Tell him that I have only been having a joke with him. Tell him that I heard their silly little plan and I made up my mind to give them both a lesson. And tell them that I didnt think anybody could have been so stupid as to believe I should marry Raggett. Raggett indeed!

DICK (very slowly). I suppose my being stupid was no surprise to you.

KATE (smiling). Not a bit.

DICK. Ill have to ask you to tell Raggett yourself. I shant see him. Good day.

KATE (starting up). Where are you going?

DICK (moving to the door).) I dont know. Somewhere where people wont know Im a fool.

KATE. A long way off, then?

DICK. Yes.

(He moves slowly and goes out.)

KATE (softly). Dick.

(DICK comes into the room again and stands eyeing her.)

(Softly.) Wouldnt you like me to come with you?

(She smiles at him and, as he comes forward, laughs and puts her head on his shoulder. He puts his arm round her just as BOOM comes in.)

BOOM (in stentorian tones and turning to the door). RAG  GETT!

CURTAIN.


A DISTANT RELATIVE
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A COMEDY IN ONE ACT
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SCENE.  MR. BOOMS Living-room.

This is a living-room as might be expected in a man of MR. SPRIGGSS calling. There is an old-fashioned window in the centre of the back wall; a door right of this opens on to the street. Another door in the left wall, up stage, leads to the kitchen. Below this door is the fireplace, in front of which are two easy-chairs. There is a small table in the window, with plants; a larger table in the centre of the room. Small chairs and one or two old-fashioned pieces of furniture about the room, some oleographs, vases on the mantelpiece, all go to identify the room with its owner.

It is evening.The stage is occupied by MR. and MRS. SPRIGGS. MR. SPRIGGS is standing up; MRS. SPRIGGS is sitting by the fire, sewing.

MR. SPRIGGS (glaring at the kitchen door). How much longer are they going to be? They seem very fond of the kitchen.

MRS. SPRIGGS. Its only natural, George. Dont you remember when  

MR. SPRIGGS (fumbling at his collar). No, I dont. All I know is that your poor father never ad to put on a collar for me; and, mind you, I wont wear one after they are married, not if you all went on your bended knees and asked me to. (He takes the other easy-chair.)

(The kitchen door opens and ETHEL and MR. POTTER enter and cross to the street door. ETHEL opens the door and stands holding it. MR. SPRIGGS shivers and then coughs.)

MR. POTTER. Your fatter has got a cold.

ETHEL. Not him; its too much smoking. Hes smoking all day long.

MR. SPRIGGS (coughing again). Its a cold.

(ETHEL ignores him. She and MR. POTTER are whispering and scuffling. She pushes him out and he pushes in again. The door is enacting the part of a ventilating-fan. MR. SPRIGGS rises.)

MRS. SPRIGGS (hastily). Its only another fortnight, Father.

MR. SPRIGGS (resuming his seat and speaking vindictively). After theyre spliced Ill go round and Ill play about with their front door  

(ETHEL pushes MR. POTTER out and closes the door on him with a violent bang. MR. SPRIGGS rises again.)

ETHEL (coming to him). Whats the matter? What are you looking like that for?

MR. SPRIGGS (feebly). Too much draught  for your mother. Im afraid of her asthma again.

ETHEL. YOU are thoughtful! Ta-ta! We shall be back soon. Mind you dont sit in a draught. And what about an antimacassar for your poor old shoulders?

(She snatches one from a chair, throws it over him, gives him a pat on the head, and then runs to join MR. POTTER, who has opened the door again. They both exit.)

MR. SPRIGGS (feeling his head, proudly). Anybody who cant be appy with her  dont deserve to be appy.

MRS. SPRIGGS (nervously). I wish it was over. Shell break her heart if anything happens to prevent it and Gussie  

MR. SPRIGGS. A gal cant elp what her uncle does. If Alfred throws her over for that, hes no man.

MRS. SPRIGGS (shaking her head). Pride is his great fault.

MR. SPRIGGS. Its no good taking up troubles afore they come; and if you do ave to take em up, chuck em down at once  see?

MRS. SPRIGGS. Yes, you try chucking Gussie down, and see what happens. I used to try it when we was children together; but if I had a hapenny, Gussie always got it. And always did it as though he was doing me a favour. Thats Gussie.

MR. SPRIGGS (in a doleful voice). Cheer up, old gal. It was lucky you and Ethel wasnt here when he came.

MRS. SPRIGGS. But hell come again.

MR. SPRIGGS. Yes, but hell come diffrent. (In a raspy voice.) This arternoon he touched me for a tailcoat and fancy trousers, and a top-at. (He groans.) He made a favour of it; said he must do us credit.

MRS. SPRIGGS (nodding). Thats Gussie. Thats im all over.

MR. SPRIGGS. Praps he wont come. I believe hell be ashamed to show is face here, when e comes to think of it; but if he does, dont forget he as come back from Australia. I told im we ad always told Ethel that er uncle was in Australia. See? Itll make it nicer for im, too. You dont suppose e wants to boast of where hes been!

MRS. SPRIGGS. And suppose he comes while Alfred is here?

MR. SPRIGGS. Then I ses: How ave you left em all in Australia? and winks at im.

MRS. SPRIGGS. And suppose you arent ere?

MR. SPRIGGS. Then you say it and wink at im. (Hastily). No, I know you cant; youve been too well brought up. Still, you can try. Try now.

(MRS. SPRIGGS contorts her face horribly, first one side and then the other.)

MRS. SPRIGGS. I believe I did it then. It felt like it.

MR. SPRIGGS. NO, dont try it. Wot a pity they let Gussie out. If they give a man ten years, why do they let im out afore he as done it? Wheres the sense of it? Ticket-of-leave be jiggered! And if they do give a man a ticket, it ought to be pinned on to  on to his coat-tails.

(Both turn and look at each other as a shuffling is heard outside the street door.)

MRS. SPRIGGS (nervously putting her finger to her mouth). Gussie!

MR. SPRIGGS. Dont take up troubles afore they come. Ha! It has come.

(MR. AUGUSTUS PRICE enters slowly and shuts the door with exaggerated care. He is dressed in a frock-coat too large for him, with a large flower in his buttonhole; fancy trousers, high stiff collar, a flaring necktie embellished with a scarfpin; shoes and white spats.)

MR. PRICE (in a weak mournful voice). Emma! MRS. SPRIGGS. Gussie!

MR. PRICE (giving her a stage embrace, patting her shoulder and passing his coat-sleeve across his eyes). Emma! (He totters into a chair.) Ive come home to die. (He extends his hand to SPRIGGS.)

MR. SPRIGGS (taking it reluctantly and, afterwards, wiping his hand on the seat of his trousers). What are you going to die of?

MR. PRICE. Broken art, George.

MRS. SPRIGGS (hopefully). Why, have you ad an accident?

MR. PRICE (reproachfully). No, Ive had enough to bear, without accidents. My art is broken for want of fair-play and justice.

MR. SPRIGGS. Justice! Want o justice! Why, how much more do you want? You ad ten years, didnt you?

(MR. PRICE groans.)

MRS. SPRIGGS (shaking her head). George!

MR. PRICE (closing his eyes). I shant last the night. But dont take any trouble about me. I can die anywhere. The doorstep is good enough for me. (He assumes a pious, resigned expression.) Its no colder than Christian charity. (He gets up and looks round with half-closed eyes.) Where is it? Wheres the doorstep?

MR. SPRIGGS. Im sorry we cant ask you to stay with us, Gussie, specially as you are so ill, but we havent got a room.

MR. PRICE (moaning, and closing his eyes). I must die somewhere; I shant last the night. The doorstepll do.

MR. SPRIGGS. You cant die ere, Gussie. Ethel is going to be married in a fortnight, and if you died ere that would put it off.

MR. PRICE (slowly opening his eyes). I might last longer if I was took care of.

MRS. SPRIGGS. And, besides, Ethel dont know where youve been  shes going to marry a very particular young chap  in the grocery line  and, if he found it out, it might be awkward.

(MR. PRICE groans.)

MR. SPRIGGS. It took im some time to get over me being a bricklayer.... What hed say to you  

MR. PRICE. Why cant he be given to understand Ive been in Australia? Same as you told Ethel. Tell im anything you like  I dont mind.

MR. SPRIGGS (clearing his throat). But, you see, we told Ethel you was doing well out there, and, gal-like  and Alfred talking a lot about his relations  she, shes made the most of it.

MR. PRICE. It dont matter. You say what you like. I shant interfere with you.

MRS. SPRIGGS. But you dont know anything about Australia; and Alfreds very sharp.

MR. PRICE (haughtily). I know all about it. Some of the library books they used to give us was about it. One time I almost made up my mind to go there. You wait till you hear me put it over to them.

MR. SPRIGGS. And what are you going to do for a living, now youre out?

MR. PRICE. Anything that happens to come along, George.

MR. SPRIGGS. Ave you got any money?

MR. PRICE (facetiously). I left it behind  in Australia.

MR. SPRIGGS (sharply). Getting better, aint you? Hows that broken art getting on?

MR. PRICE. Its going better under this nice waistcoat you gave me.

MR. SPRIGGS (violently). Youre a low-down trickster, thats what you are. A disgrace to your family. You never done any good and you never will do. Youre the black sheep of the family.

MR. PRICE. Dont get excited. Youre only wasting your breath. Im trying to help you  thats all. I dont mind anybody knowing where Ive been  I was innercent. If you will give way to sinful pride, you must pay for it.

MR. SPRIGGS.OW much do you want?

MR. PRICE. Ah?

MR. SPRIGGS. Will you go away if I give you a quid?

MR. PRICE (smiling affably). Not much; Ive got a better idea of the value of money than that. Besides, I want to see my dear niece, and see whether that young mans good enough for her.

MR. SPRIGGS. TWO quid?

MR. PRICE (shaking his head). Sorry, George. I couldnt do it. In justice to myself I couldnt do it. Youll be feeling lonely when you lose Ethel, and I might stay on and keep you company.

(MR. and MRS. SPRIGGS exchange glances of consternation.

MR. PRICE fills his pipe from a paper on the mantelpiece and winks at himself in the glass as he adjusts his tie.) A nice watch and chain and a little money in my pocket and I shall be the rich uncle from Australia to a T.

MR. SPRIGGS (furiously). You wont get any more out of me. Ive spent every farthing Ive got.

MR. PRICE. Except whats in the bank. Itll take you a day or two to get at it, I know. Spose we say Saturday for the watch and chain? At present my watch is being mended. See? The sea voyage upset it. See?

(MR. SPRIGGS looks helplessly at his wife, who looks away.

He gazes in a fascinated fashion at MR. PRICE, who nods cheerfully in return.)

Ill go with you and help choose it. Itll save you trouble, if it dont save your pocket. (He stands with his hack to the fire, thrusts his hands in his pockets, spreads his legs apart and blows smoke towards the ceiling.)

(MR. POTTER and ETHEL return, by the street door. ETHEL stands eyeing MR. PRICE.)

MRS. SPRIGGS. Its  its your Uncle Gussie.

MR. SPRIGGS (choking). From Australia. Just come over.

ETHEL. O-oh!

(MR. PRICE removes his pipe and, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, moves towards ETHEL and kisses her on the eyebrow.)

MR. PRICE. Well, well, well! How this takes me back! I thought it was your mother again, as I knew her years ago. Before she married and before I went to Australia. Prettiest girl in the town, she was, then  and, mind, Im not saying she as altered much. ETHEL. Uncle!

MR. PRICE. True, my dear.

MR. SPRIGGS (turning to MR. POTTER and speaking gruffly). This is Mr. Alfred Potter. Him as is engaged to Ethel.

MR. PRICE (shaking hands). Pleased to know you, sir. Pleased to know you. Its a most extraordinary thing, but you are the living image of a young friend of mine, Jack Bates by name, who has just come in for forty thousand a year.

(MR. and MRS. SPRIGGS start slightly and eye each other.)

ETHEL (daringly). Thats nearly as much as youre worth, Uncle, isnt it?

MR. PRICE (shaking his head and pondering). Rather more, my dear. Rather more.

(There is an impressive silence. MR. SPRIGGS, who is stooping to get a light from the fire, nearly falls into it.)

(Looking around and shaking his head.) Money isnt everything; it wont give you appiness. Its not much good, except to give away. (He gazes benevolently at MR. POTTER.)

ETHEL. Fancy coming over without saying a word to anybody, and taking us all by surprise like this!

MR. PRICE (simply). I felt I must see you all once more before I died. Just a flying visit I meant it to be  here to-day and gone to-morrow  but your father and mother wont hear of my going back just yet. ETHEL. I should think not.

MR. PRICE. When I talked of going, your father eld me down in my chair.

ETHEL. Quite right, too. Now, sit down, Uncle, and tell us all about Australia.

(MR. PRICE seats himself. ETHEL and POTTER seat themselves, one each side of him. MR. and MRS. SPRIGGS sit a little apart.)

MR. POTTER. Its a big place, sir, Australia?

MR. PRICE. E  normous. (He shakes his head.)

MR. POTTER (wistfully). Opportunities?

MR. PRICE (pursing his lips). To a smart young man, yes. But, mind you, he mustnt be afraid of work. If Id been afraid of work, I shouldnt be where I am now.

MR. SPRIGGS (forgetting himself). Or where you ave been.

MR. PRICE. Oh, South Africa!... No, I shouldnt ave been there, neither.

(He turns and glares defiantly at MR. SPRIGGS. MRS. SPRIGGS rises anxiously and nudges her husband.)

MRS. SPRIGGS. Lor! Id nearly forgot. George, you promised to look at that kitchen stove for me.

(She hustles him out through the kitchen door.)

MR. PRICE (genially). Every man to his trade. Now I shouldnt know one end from the other.

ETHEL. Of course you wouldnt, Uncle. I dont suppose youve ever seen yours.

MR. PRICE. Cant say I have, my dear. It wouldnt do for me to go prying about in the kitchen. (Grandly.) The servants wouldnt like it. Very touchy in Australia, they are. Why, one of my butlers gave me notice because I asked him not to eat peppermint bulls-eyes when he was waiting at table.

ETHEL. Fancy!

MR. PRICE. It didnt look well  and it smelt worse.

ETHEL. I suppose you soon got another, Uncle?

MR. PRICE. Yes, my money is good, and Ive always found you can get anything you want if you pay for it. Besides, it isnt every butler that has five footmen to help him.

ETHEL. Five? Why, what do they do?

MR. PRICE (shrugging his shoulders). Well, I dont know as they do much, but they look well about the place. A man in my persition  

MR. POTTER (nodding). Of course.

MR. PRICE. AS a matter of fact, I dont want six motor-cars; still, its no use having money if you dont spend it, is it?

(MR. POTTER and ETHEL eye each other in amazement.)

ETHEL (wistfully). It must be wonderful to be so rich, Uncle.

MR. PRICE. Well, well, everybody has their choice. I made my money, and theres no reason why your young gentleman shouldnt make his.

MR. POTTER (timidly). Hard work, I suppose, sir?

MR. PRICE. Ye-es.

MR. POTTER. And saving?

MR. PRICE. Ye-es. All very good in its way, but the important thing to ave is brains!

MR. POTTER (despondently). Ah!

MR. PRICE. If you have brains, you use em. You might save for hundreds of years and not ave arf what Ive got. The thing to do is to save a bit to begin with and then use the money to make more. But, if you havent got any saved, you cant begin.

(He eyes them furtively.)

ETHEL. Alfreds got a little, Uncle.

MR. PRICE (fervently). Thats good. I hope its a nice little sum.

MR. POTTER. With what Ive saved, sir, and what an aunt left me, Ive got two hundred and eighty pounds.

(MR. PRICE starts and eyes him.)

MR. PRICE. Well, well, thats a beginning. And what are you going to do with it?

ETHEL. Alfred is going to stay on with Palmer & Mays for another year, and then we shall take a little business of our own.

MR. PRICE. Quite right, quite right. I like to see young people make their own way; its good for them. Still  hmm!

ETHEL (after a pause). Yes, Uncle?

MR. PRICE. Perhaps a little help, or a little advice, wouldnt hurt.

MR. POTTER. Im sure it wouldnt, sir.

MR. PRICE. Well, if it was my money I should use it to make more with. When I was your age I ad saved about half what youve got and in five years I was worth twenty thousand pounds.

ETHEL AND MR. POTTER. How?

MR. PRICE (smiling indulgently). By careful but perfectly safe speculation.

(He eyes MR. POTTER.)

But I suppose your little bit is tied up?

MR. POTTER (eagerly). No, sir. Some of it is on deposit in a Building Society, and the other is in the Savings Bank. I could get it all out in a few days.

(MR. PRICE looks thoughtful. MR. POTTER and ETHEL eye him anxiously.)

MR. PRICE (slapping his leg and speaking very slowly). Well, Ive never done it before, but seeing as how its my own niece  in the family, so to speak  (He pauses.)

ETHEL. Yes, Uncle?

MR. PRICE (slowly and impressively). If you like to draw the money out and let me invest it in one of my concerns for you, I dont think (smiling benevolently) youd have cause to regret it.

ETHEL. Oh, Uncle!

MR. PRICE. If youre not worth, say, ten thousand in five years, you can call me anything you like. If you change your mind at any time, you can have the money back by asking for it, with interest.

(ETHEL and MR. POTTER spring to their feet. ETHEL puts her hands on MR. PRICES shoulder and kisses his cheek; MR. POTTER takes his outstretched hand.)

(Glancing at the kitchen door.) And not a word of this to your father and mother, mind. If theres one thing I cant stand, its thanks. It always makes me feel so foolish. If you like to tell him after Ive gone back to Australia, you can. (He pauses.) His thanks wont hurt me then.

MR. POTTER. I can never thank you enough, sir. Ill start getting the money out to-morrow.

MR. PRICE (warmly). Thats right. Thats business! I can see youre going to get on. (He again looks at the kitchen door.) Hsh! Not a word.

(Enter MR. and MRS. SPRIGGS from the kitchen.)

Made a good job of it, George?

(MR. SPRIGGS grunts.)

If not, youd better let me give you a new one.

MR. SPRIGGS. When I want a new stove, Ill buy one. (He turns to ETHEL.) Wot was your uncle telling you to ush about?

ETHEL (glancing at MESSRS. PRICE and POTTER). Nothing.

MR. SPRIGGS (loudly). Wot was it?

ETHEL (uneasily). Its a secret.

MR. SPRIGGS. I wont ave no secrets in this house. (He turns to MR. POTTER.) Wot was it?

MR. POTTER (stiffly). Its a little private business between me and Mr. Price.

MR. SPRIGGS (stammering). Bu-business! You  you havent been lending im money, ave you?

ETHEL (laughing scornfully). Dont be silly, Father. What good would Alfreds little bit of money be to Uncle Gussie? If you must know, Alfred is drawing it out for Uncle to invest it for him.

MR. POTTER. In his own business.

MR. PRICE (with a threatening glance at MR. SPRIGGS). In Australia.

MR. POTTER. And he didnt want his generosity to be known.

(MR. SPRIGGS chokes and looks helplessly at his wife. She presses her lips together and frowns at him.)

MR. SPRIGGS (turning to MR. POTTER). I  I didnt know you had got your money handy.

MR. POTTER (laughing). Ill get it all right. You dont get a chance like this every day. Its like a fairy tale.

(MR. SPRIGGS stands looking from one to the other. He swallows and clears his throat.)

MR. SPRIGGS. I should go careful, Alfred, if I was you. Little and sure is my motter. Every little bit I could manage to put by I took care of.

ETHEL (glancing fondly at MR. PRICE). But you didnt have an Uncle Gussie!

MR. POTTER (impatiently). Theres two ways of saving, Mr. Spriggs. Theres your way and theres Mr. Prices way.

ETHEL. Hear, hear!

MR. POTTER. And look at him now.

(All turn instinctively and look at MR. PRICE. He adopts a modest altitude.)

MR. SPRIGGS (huskily). Have it your own way. Have it your own way.

MR. PRICE. And, now, what about drinking the young couples health?

(ETHEL produces bottles of beer and glasses. She fills them.)

(Holding up his glass.) The health of the young couple. My niece, Ethel, and Mr. Alfred Potter, one of the best and smartest young men I ave ever met. A credit to the old country.

(He empties his glass. MRS. SPRIGGS sips at hers, nervously eyeing MR. SPRIGGS, who does not drink.)

(Pointing to the glass.) George!

MR. SPRIGGS. I dont want any.

ETHEL. Father!

(All stare at him.)

MR. SPRIGGS. I dont want any, I tell you. I feel it might go the wrong way.

MR. PRICE (softly). Go the wrong way, George? Why, it ought to know the way by this time. (He laughs.)

ETHEL. Anything the matter, Father?

MR. SPRIGGS. Only the sight of your Uncle Gussie.

(MRS. SPRIGGS makes a half-movement forward.)

(Recovering.) So unexpected, I mean  to see is nice, honest face again. Gave me quite a shock. I dont want to drink. I just want to sit and look at him. I cant quite believe he is real.

MR. PRICE (jovially). Well, you can pinch me if you like, just to make sure. Not too ard, mind.

(MR. SPRIGGS eyes him for a moment, then moves stealthily towards him. MR. PRICE, somewhat uneasy, edges away, followed up by MR. SPRIGGS, who, with a sudden movement clutches him with his left hand and pinches vigorously with his right.)

(Calling out.) Oh! Here! Stop it, dye hear  stop it! O-o-h! O-o-o-h!

(MR. PRICE limps away and, falling into a chair, rubs himself tenderly. The others gaze in bewilderment.)

ETHEL. Father!

MRS. SPRIGGS. George!

MR. POTTER (solemnly). You dont know your own strength, Mr. Spriggs.

MR. SPRIGGS. P-hh! I didnt urt im. (He advances on MR. PRICE.) I just took hold  

(MR. PRICE jumps up and takes refuge behind the astonished ETHEL.)

ETHEL (strenuously). Father! What are you doing?

(MR. SPRIGGS pulls up short. They are all staring at him in amazement. He sits down with his face in his hands.)

MRS. SPRIGGS. George! What is the matter with you?

MR. SPRIGGS (wildly). Oh, Im arf-crazy.

(They all approach him, MR. PRICE keeping behind, ETHEL.)

MRS. SPRIGGS (nervously). Dont be silly, George. Whats the matter?

MR. SPRIGGS (desperately). Too  toothache. Its been coming on all the evening. (He holds his jaw and rocks to and fro.)

ETHEL. I thought he was acting funny.

MR. POTTER (wisely). Ha! When he pinched you, Mr. Price, he was in agony.

MR. PRICE (sourly). So was I.

ETHEL. Which tooth is it, Father?

MR. SPRIGGS. The bad one.

(They all regard him.)

MRS. SPRIGGS (timidly). Praps youd better get to bed, George.

MR. SPRIGGS. Im not going to bed.

MR. POTTER. Have you tried holding whisky in your mouth? Ive heard  

MR. PRICE (gently). He couldnt do it  it ud slip down. If you find me a pair of pincers, Ill take it out for him  with pleasure. Ive often ad to do it in Australia. I took out six running, once.

ETHEL. Oh, Uncle!

MR. PRICE. Thats nothing  nothing. I ad to take a mans leg off once. The doctor couldnt ardly believe his eyes when he saw it! He said it was a miracle.

MR. SPRIGGS (face savagely contorted). So it was.

MR. PRICE (blandly). Tooth still aching, George? Wont you let me ave a go at it? Open your mouth and shut your eyes and Ill have it out afore you can say Jack Robinson  or any other words you might ave a fancy for.

ETHEL. DO let him, Father.

(MR. SPRIGGS stares at her.)

MR. POTTER. Im sure he wont hurt you!

(MR. SPRIGGS starts up with an inarticulate cry, snatches his hat from, a peg and goes to the street door.)

MRS. SPRIGGS. George! Where are you going?

MR. SPRIGGS (eyeing her wildly). Damntist.

(He goes out.)

MR. PRICE. Poor George! Some people cant bear pain.

ETHEL. I thought he seemed strange  pinching people and all that. Its a shame you had to suffer, Uncle.

MR. PRICE (nobly). Better me than anybody else. I dont mind pain. Im used to it. If pinching me done your fathers tooth any good, hes welcome.

MR. POTTER (much impressed). You have a noble disposition, sir.

MR. PRICE. No, no. Thats what you learn in Australia. Ah, I wish you could see it. Praps  

ETHEL (eagerly). Perhaps what, Uncle?

MR. PRICE (laughing). Well, well, I was thinking, praps, that next time I come over the two of you might like to go back with me for a visit. Im a bit lonely sometimes.

ETHEL (clasping her hands). Oh, Uncle! It sounds like a dream. Isnt he wonderful, Mother?

MRS. SPRIGGS (slowly). Yes. He was always wonderful. Sometimes I could ardly believe he was my brother. None of us could make him out.

ETHEL (brightly). There! Theres a character for you, Uncle.

MR. POTTER. They must have been proud of you, Mr. Price. You must have been, Mrs. Spriggs.

MRS. SPRIGGS. Proud isnt the name for it. (Turning to ETHEL.) I hope your father is all right. When you and Alfred go you might keep a look out for him.

ETHEL. Yes, I expect hes walking up and down. I dont really think hes gone to a dentist. Much more likely to wait and give it a chance of going off. Come along, Alf. See you later, Uncle Gussie.

(ETHEL goes into the kitchen, and returns putting on her hat and coat. MR. PRICE assists and, shaking hands with Mr. Potter, sees them off. He looks at MRS. SPRIGGS, who is looking at him, and with a jaunty air takes up a position with his hack to the fireplace.)

MRS. SPRIGGS. Are you going to steal that boys money, Gussie?

MR. PRICE (shocked). Steal? No, Im going to invest it for him. He oughtnt to ave money; he dont know ow to use it.

MRS. SPRIGGS. And what are we going to say to him when he finds he as lost it?

MR. PRICE. I dont know. Praps hell find fault with you for telling im lies about me and Australia. Why not tell im the truth now? And save im his two undred and eighty pounds.

(MRS. SPRIGGS looks down and dabs her eyes with her pocket-handkerchief. )

(Shaking his head and smiling.) Sinful pride, Emma, thats what it is. Sinful pride. Well, well! We all ave our faults. (He turns to the mantelpiece and, taking a match, lights his pipe.) Even George (puffs)  too careful of money, thats his trouble. Still  it comes in handy sometimes. Itll be a pinch for im, getting that gold watch and chain for me. (He stands with legs apart and blows out a cloud of smoke.) I dont suppose e thought for a moment e was saving up for me. And young Potter didnt, neither. Thats where brains come in. (He crosses to the table, fills his glass and drinks.) Ha! This is better than quod. Lord! I just came in the nick of time.

(He sinks into an easy-chair with legs apart as MR. SPRIGGS enters from the street.)

Ad it out, George?

MR. SPRIGGS. Eh? Oh, the tooth! No, I didnt ave the toothache, Gussie. It was the sight of your nasty, artful little face wot upset me. But its all right now.

(He nods at his wife, then dances one or two clumsy steps.)

MR. PRICE (sourly). Come in for a fortune?

MR. SPRIGGS. NO, Ive just saved one. I wonder I didnt think of it myself.

MR. PRICE Think of what?

MR. SPRIGGS. Youll soon know; and youve only got yourself to thank for it.

MRS. SPRIGGS (trembling). George!

MR. SPRIGGS. Its all right, old gal, Ive got out of the difficulty. Nobodyll suffer but Gussie.

MR. PRICE (sharply). Ho?

MR. SPRIGGS (brightly). Just as I got outside the door I ran into Bill White, the policeman. Being a pal o mine, I told im all about Gussie.

MR. PRICE (leaping from his chair). What?

MR. SPRIGGS. Acting under his advice, I told im that Augustus Price, ticket-of-leave man, was trying to obtain money under false pretences. I told im to tell the Inspector  as soon as he goes off duty; MR. PRICE. YOU  you  

MR. SPRIGGS (with much enjoyment). The beauty o that, as Bill says, is that Gussiell ave to set out on is travels again. Hell have to go into hiding, because if they catch im, hell ave to finish is time. And Bill says if he writes letters to any of us itll only make it easier to find him. Youd better take the first train to Australia, Gussie.

MR. PRICE (breathlessly). What  what time does he go off duty?

MR. SPRIGGS (glancing at the clock). About ten minutes. I reckon youve just got time.

(MR. PRICE snatches up his hat, gives them a poisonous glance, opens the street door, and after carefully looking out closes it noiselessly behind him.)

(To his wife.) Remember: called away to Australia by special telegram. Couldnt wait to say good-bye.

MRS. SPRIGGS. Oh, George! Is Mr. White really going to tell the Inspector?

MR. SPRIGGS. I wonder!

CURTAIN.


MASTER MARINERS
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SCENE.  The cabin of the Elizabeth Hopkins.

This is typical of any cabin in a small craft. A doorway right of centre (at the foot of the companion-ladder) and a door left of centre to the Captains stateroom are the only entrances to the cabin. There is a stove midway between these doorways. Lockers run along the bulkheads, left and right. In the centre is a small table, with fixed chairs.

When the CURTAIN goes up SMITH, the mate, is discovered sitting on the left locker, painstakingly darning a huge grey sock. The COOK enters from the right doorway with glasses on a tray and places it on table.

SMITH. Halloa! Six glasses! What is it! A mothers meeting?

COOK. Skippers orders. (He takes up the glasses and inspects them. He then breathes heavily on one and polishes it on the leg of his trousers.) I ad to borrow three of em from the Bulls Head.

SMITH. Did you borrow any whisky?

COOK. Skippers got a bottle in is state-room  locked up. He told me to tell the ands to stay aboard this evening, but theres only Bill and Joe left. Theres something in the wind, but what it is I couldnt tell you.

(Steps are heard descending the companion-ladder. CAPTAIN BRADD enters.)

BRADD. Did you tell the hands to stay aboard, Cook? COOK. Yessir, I told em to.

BRADD. Well?

COOK. Bill and Joes aboard, sir. Bills got a ead-ache, and Joe hasnt got any money.

BRADD. What about the others?

COOK (aggrieved). Sam gave me one in the jaw, and Ted rumpled my air.

BRADD (sternly). Did you tell em it was my orders? COOK. Yessir.

BRADD. What did they say?

COOK. Laughed.

BRADD. Hm! Hm! All right. Well, its their loss; they dont know what theyve missed. I was going to give em an evenings amusement for nothing.

SMITH (stretching himself). I know what Id give em, if they disobeyed my orders.

BRADD (severely). Brute force aint no good, George. You must lead men, not drive em. The minds the thing. Will-power. When youve seen my friend, Capn Zingall, whats coming here to-night, youll see my meaning. (To COOK.) Tell the crew to come down aft.

COOK. Yessir.

(The COOK goes off up the companion-ladder.)

SMITH. Theyll come down without any will-power if Slushy tells em there is drink on the table.

BRADD. Theyre coming down to ave their minds improved.

SMITH. It wants doing  youre always stopping me when I try it. That time you was ill and I brought the ship up they wasnt like the same men.

BRADD. I know they missed me. They told me so. SMITH. They did  the lazy scuts.

(Steps are heard on the companion-ladder. COOK, BILL and JOB enter. BILL and JOE are holding their caps in their hands.)

BRADD. Sit down.

(He waves his hand towards the locker where SMITH is silting. SMITH scowls at them and they sit as far from him as possible, balancing on the edge of the locker.)

Ive had you come down ere to show you something wonderful. My friend Capn Zingall is coming aboard to give us a display of his powers. Hes got a wonderful will and e can make a man do just what e wishes im to.

SMITH (glaring at them truculently). Like me.

BRADD. Not like you, George. They obey im with pleasure. Leastways, he ses so. The other night he gave a man two tumblers of water to drink. He told im it was whisky and anything like the pleasure on that mans face I ave never seen.

BILL (to JOE, aside). Easy pleased.

BRADD. Another time he told a man he was a bantam cock and I never eard anybody crow like that man. Never. Better than any cock I ever heard.

SMITH (gruffly). Pity he didnt tell him e was a hen.

BRADD. Hen? Why?

SMITH. Might ha done something more useful than crowing.

BRADD (sharply). Thatll do, George. Thatll do. Some people are never satisfied. (Turning to the crew.) Once he told a man he was a policeman, and, if you believe me, he seemed to grow three inches taller, and the airs he give imself, you wouldnt believe.

BILL. I never eard the likes of it.

JOE (aside). Theres a lot you aint eard of, Bill. (To BRADD.)Ave you seen all this, sir?

BRADD (impressively). All of it. He wanted to mesmerize me, and I said, all right, I ses  do it and welcome  if you can  but I expect my eads a bit too strong.

JOE. And it was, sir, Ill bet.

BRADD. He tried everything; then e give it up. But youll see im, and any of you as likes can be mesmerized for nothing.

BILL. I shouldnt like to be made to drink two glasses o water. It mightnt be good for me.

BRADD. It couldnt arm you. Still  

(He crosses to his state-room door, enters the state-room and returns with a bottle of whisky. The crew display a pleased interest. Shouts are heard off, Schooner, Ahoy!)

There he is.

(He goes up on deck.)

SMITH (grimly). I shouldnt be surprised if he mesmerized some of you chaps and made you wash yourselves  all over.

(Voices and steps are heard. BRADD and ZINGALL enter.)

BRADD. Capn Zingall, this is my mate, George Smith. These are two of my hands, what I ave spoke to about your gifts.

(ZINGALL nods and smiles  BRADD fills the glasses and hands them round. They all drink.)

JOE AND BILL. (to BRADD). Heres your good ealth, sir.

BILL (wiping his mouth with the hack of his hand). Ah! thats a drop o good stuff. I cant believe as ow water could be made to taste like that.

BRADD (severely). Capn Zingall can do more wonderful things than that.

BILL (hopefully). I wonder whether he could make me drink two tumblers of whisky under the belief as ow it was water.

ZINGALL. Easily; if you once get under the influence. Sit down.

(He motions them to the locker, and BILL, JOB and the COOK sit in a row. He places a disc in the right hand of each.)

Now, keep your eye on the disc and try and make your minds a blank.

(They all stare in an exaggerated fashion at the discs. The mate coughs and the skipper motions him to silence. The head of BILL gets closer and closer to his hand. His eyes close and the disc falls to the floor. ZINGALL goes to him and strokes his eyelids down. Then he blows in his face and makes a pass or two. BILLS eyes open and he stares at him vacantly.)

Hes off.

BRADD. Its wonderful the power you have over em.

ZINGALL (with pride). At the present moment that man is my unthinking slave an whatever I wish him to do he does.

COOK. Tell im hes a teetotaller, sir, and let me offer im a glass of whisky.

ZINGALL (to BILL). Youre a teetotaller. This man is going to tempt you to drink a glass of whisky, but you mustnt.

(The COOK pours out a liberal measure of whisky and offers it. BILL refuses it with horror.)

COOK. Its all right, Bill, its real. Look! (He takes a liberal mouthful and swallows it with gusto.) See! (He finishes the glass.) Well, I never would ave believed it. Lets try it again. Praps he didnt understand.

BRADD (choking). If you put your paws on that whisky bottle again youll understand something, my lad. I can tell you.

(The COOK looks away and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.)

ZINGALL. Would anybody else like to try him? JOE. Well, sir, he owes me arf a dollar an I think it would be a ighly interesting experiment if you could get im to pay it to me. (Fervently.) If anything can make me believe in mesmerism, that will.

COOK. And hes owed me five shillings  (he gulps)  since I dont know when.

ZINGALL (to BILL, pointing to JOE). YOU owe that man half a crown  (pointing to the COOK)  that one, five shillings. Pay them.

(BILL, in a most matter-of-fact way, feels in his pocket, produces coins and hands them to JOE and the COOK.)

SMITH (staring). Well, Im blest! I thought mesmerism was all rubbish. Now bring him to again and see what he says.

COOK (hastily). But dont tell im wot hes been doing.

(ZINGALL makes a few passes. BILL blinks at him and then, in a subdued fashion, takes his place by the others.)

JOE. Whatd it feel like, Bill? Can you remember wot you did?

BILL (staring). Did?

COOK (feelingly). Dont try to, Bill. You give your brain a rest.

ZINGALL (eyeing the mate). I should like to put you under the influence.

SMITH. YOU couldnt.

ZINGALL (persuasively). Let me try.

BRADD. DO. TO oblige me, George.

SMITH. Well, I dont mind. But no making me give those chaps money, you know.

ZINGALL. NO, no.

BILL (turning in a startled fashion to the COOK). Wot does e mean, give the chaps money?

COOK (airily). I dunno. Just watch im, Bill.

(But BILL is busy. He feels in his pockets, and turning out what cash is left tries to balance his accounts.)

BILL (shouting). What the  where the  who the blazes as got my money? When I come down ere I ad  

BRADD. Stop it! What are you making that noise about?

BILL. When I come  

BRADD. Hold your tongue! What dyou mean making that noise in my cabin. Clear out!

(BILL retires grumbling, but only as far as the door.) ZINGALL (to SMITH). Look at me!

(He puts his face close to SMITHS and they glare at each other for some time, BRADD and the others watch with interest. SMITH begins to nod, his eyes close, and he suddenly lurches forward into the arms of ZINGALL, who is borne to the floor. The latter extricates himself with difficulty and stands breathing hard. The others put SMITH back into his seat.)

(Wiping his brow.) Im going to show you something good now if I can, but I dont know whether it will quite come off. Im only a beginner at this sort of thing, and Ive never tried this before. If you dont mind, Capn, Im going to tell him he is Capn Bradd, and you are the mate.

BRADD (with glee). Go ahead.

(ZINGALL makes a few passes. SMITH eyes him in a fascinated fashion.)

ZINGALL (very slowly). You are Capn Bradd.

SMITH (earnestly). Ay, ay.

ZINGALL (pointing to BRADD). And thats your mate, George Smith.

SMITH. Ay, ay.

ZINGALL. Take command then. (He seats himself on the right locker.)

SMITH (with an air of quiet authority). George! BRADD (with a playful glance at ZINGALL). Sir. SMITH. A friend o mine, Capn Zingall by name, is coming aboard to-night. Get a little whisky for im out o my state-room.

BRADD (amused). Ay, ay, sir.

SMITH (musingly). Just a little in the bottom o the bottlell do. Dont bring more in. He drinks like a fish.

BRADD (in an agitated aside to ZINGALL). I never said such a thing, Capn. I never thought o such a thing. ZINGALL (staring hard at the bottle). No, o course not. SMITH. And dont leave your baccy-pouch laying about, George. He smokes like a chimney.

BRADD (to ZINGALL with an uneasy laugh). Hark at im! I spose e dont know what es saying.

(ZINGALL eyes BRADD and coughs. SMITH helps himself to a stiff glass of whisky, seats himself on the left locker, drinks it and smacks his lips. The crew laugh and SMITH, looking up, suddenly seems to he aware of their presence.)

SMITH (bawling). What are you doing down aft? What do you want?

COOK. Nothin, sir, only we thought  

SMITH (rising). Clear out! At once!

BRADD (sharply). Stay where you are.

SMITH (angrily). George!

BRADD. Bring him to, Zingall, Ive ad enough of this. Ill let im know whos who.

(ZINGALL rises with a confident smile and stares hard at SMITH, who falls hack open-mouthed.)

SMITH. Who the devil are you staring at?

(ZINGALL, still holding him with his gaze, claps his hands together and stepping closer to him blows strongly in his face. SMITH, with a scream of rage, picks him up by the middle, dumps him on the floor and worries him.)

ZINGALL (in a smothered voice). Help! Help! Take him off!

BRADD (excitedly). Why dont you bring him round? Whats the good of playing with im?

(By this time ZINGALL is face downwards on the floor with SMITH on top of him.)

COOK (bending down). Blow in is face agin, sir. ZINGALL (yelling). Take him off! Take him off! Hes killing me!

(BRADD tries to pull SMITH off. SMITH rises, and backing, crushes BRADD against the bulkhead. ZINGALL gets to his feet.)

BRADD (panting).  Why  dont  you  bring  him  round?

ZINGALL (dusting himself). Hes out of my control. Ive heard of such cases before. Im only new at the work, you know, but I dare say in a couple o years time  

(BRADD howls with anger, and SMITH, suddenly alive to the presence of the crew, charges them and they exit hastily with him in pursuit.)

BRADD. This is a pretty kettle o fish. Why dont you bring im round?

ZINGALL (shortly). Because I cant. Itll have to wear off.

BRADD. Wear off?

(SMITH returns unperceived and stands at the door grinning.)

ZINGALL. Hes under a delusion now, and of course I cant say bow long itll last; but whatever you do, dont cross him in any way.

BRADD (sarcastically). Oh, dont cross him! And you call yourself a mesmerist.

ZINGALL (drawing himself up). Well, see what Ive done! The fact is, I was charged full with electricity when I come aboard, and hes got it all now. Its left me weak, and until my will wears off him, hes captain of this ship.

BRADD. And what about me?

ZINGALL. Youre the mate, and mind, for your own sake, act up to it. If you dont cross him or contradict him I havent any doubt itll be all right, but if you do hell very likely murder you in a fit of frenzy, and  he wouldnt be responsible. Good night.

BRADD (clutching him by the sleeve). Youre not going?

ZINGALL. I am. He seems to have took a violent dislike to me, and if I stay here itll only make him worse.

(He runs off. SMITH gives him a push as he passes and follows him. He returns after two or three shouted threats. BRADD looks around in a worried fashion as he enters.)

SMITH. Im going to turn in, George; I feel a bit heavy.

(He takes up the whisky-bottle, holds it to the light, grunts and takes it to the state-room. He returns and scowls at BRADD. The latter, after a moments pause, throws up his hands in despair and goes off up the companion-ladder. As soon as he has gone SMITH doubles up with helpless, but silent laughter. By a supreme effort he composes his face as BRADD comes back, reluctantly followed by the crew.)

(Ferociously.) Well! What do you want? Who told you to come prancing down into my cabin? Eh? BRADD. I did.

SMITH. YOU? Now look here, George Smith, I know youre one o the smartest mates afloat. Everybody says so and I dont wish for a better, but while Im master o this here ship it dont become you to take things upon yourself in this way.

BRADD (impatiently). But you dont understand. Now, look me in the eye, George.

SMITH (sharply). Who are you calling George? BRADD. Well, look me in the eye, then.

SMITH (fiercely). Ill look at you in a way you wont like in a minute. How dare you talk to me like that? What dyou mean by it?

BRADD (magisterially). I just want to explain the position of affairs to you. Do you remember Capn Zingall, what was here just now?

SMITH. Little dirty man what kept staring at me? BRADD. Well, I dont know about is being dirty; but thats the man. Do you know what he did to you, George?

SMITH (sharply). Eh? What did you call me? BRADD (hastily). He  he mesmerized you. Now, keep quite calm; dont do anything you might be sorry for afterwards. You say you are Capn Benjamin Bradd, master of this vessel, dont you?

SMITH (hotly). I do. I am. Let me hear anybody say as I aint. Just let me hear them, thats all.

BRADD (slowly and impressively). A little while ago you was only George Smith, the mate, but Capn Zingall mesmerized you and made you think you was me.

SMITH (severely). I see what it is; youve been drinking. Youve been up to my whisky. I wondered where it ad got to.

BRADD (irascibly). Ask the hands then, theyll tell you.

SMITH (truculently). Ask em yourself, you lunatic. Only, if anybody plays the fool with me I wont leave a whole bone in his body, thats all. And then Ill knock his ead off.

(BRADD turns to the men. They nudge each other and eye him uneasily.)

BRADD. You know me, all of you. Now, tell the mate who I am.

BILL (very respectfully). It aint nothing to do with us, sir.

JOB (mildly). We aint paid for that, sir.

COOK (reasonably). Least said, soonest mended, sir; speshally broken bones.

SMITH (in a powerful voice). Ive had enough of this.

(He catches BILL by the collar and draws him towards him.)

Whats my name?

BILL (stammering). Capn  Ben  Bradd, sir.

SMITH (to JOE). Whats my name?

JOE. Capn Ben Bradd, sir.

SMITH (to COOK). NOW then, speak up. You ought to know me.

COOK (softly). Capn Benjamin Bradd, sir, master of the schooner Elizabeth Hopkins.

SMITH (turning to BRADD). There you are, George. You hear that? Now, look here, you listen to me. Either youve been drinking, or else your eads gone a little bit off. Youd better turn in and see what a bit o sleepll do for you, and if you dont give me any more of your nonsense Ill overlook it for this once.

(BRADD turns frantically to the crew, but they ignore him and exit. Their steps are heard ascending the companion-ladder. SMITH seats himself on the left locker and shakes his head at BRADD.)

Youve disappointed me, George.

BRADD. But  

SMITH. Thatll do. I dont want no back answers.

(He goes into the state-room and returns with a bottle of whisky and a glass. He pours out a fair quantity and stands drinking it slowly.)

I wont offer you any, George, cos youve ad more than enough already. (Drinks.) If you took my advice  (drinks)  youd turn teetotal. (He puts the glass on the table and with the bottle in his hand moves to the state-room door.) Im going to turn in; I feel a bit heavy. Give me a call just before high water. If this wind holds we ought to ave a quick passage. Goo night.

BRADD (anxiously). Where are you going to sleep? SMITH (staring at him in amazement). Going to sleep? Why, in my state-room, to be sure. Where did you think I was going?

(BRADD turns away in despair. SMITH looks at him for a moment with his hand over his mouth and his face contorted with mirth and goes into the state-room. BRADD stands, a woe-begone figure in the centre of the stage, looking helplessly about him.)

The CURTAIN is lowered to denote a lapse of five days.

(The COOK is discovered collecting the breakfast things and putting them on a tray. JOE enters cautiously.)

JOE. Thank goodness, its all over. Another five days like this and I should go balmy too.

COOK. He aint ashore yet.

JOE. NO, but e soon will be. So shall I. I stepped on the quay just now. Just for the feel of it. Wots going to appen now?

COOK. I dunno.

JOE. Its been like a blooming nightmare. I didnt think there was so much work in the world.

COOK. And wot about me? Two skippers and two mates all mixed up till I keep forgetting which is which. JOE. Mesmerisms a extraordinary thing.

COOK (darkly). Yus  sos the mate.

JOE. Wot dye mean?

COOK. I know wot I mean. Cooks aint like A.B.s. They uses their brains, and understands human natur. (Pause.) Thats why I never got married.

JOE (offended). Ho! I thought there might be other reasons.

COOK. Other reasons?

JOE. Gals reasons.

(He nods contentedly and exits. The angry voice of SMITH is heard off. He comes down the companion-ladder.)

SMITH. Whats that focsle hand doing down aft? Did you invite him?

COOK (glibly). Me, sir? No, sir. He just came to bring me a bob wot I dropped.

SMITH. Next time let him wait till you go on deck. COOK. Yessir.

SMITH. And give the cabin a good clean up afore you go ashore, and see my state-rooms tidied up. COOK. Ay, ay, sir.

SMITH. And give the stove a rub up, and sweep the floor.

COOK. Ay, ay, sir.

(SMITH regards him with a scowl and then goes off into the state-room. The COOK shrugs his shoulders, sweeps the floor by flicking it with his handkerchief and polishes the cabin-table with his coat-sleeve. BRADD is seen descending the companion-ladder.)

BRADD. What are you doing?

COOK. Mates orders, sir.

BRADD. Ha! Well, thank goodness thats all over.

I wouldnt ave the last five days over agin for a fortune.

COOK (shaking his head). I cant think ow you put up with it, sir. Fancy a skipper being ordered about by a mate. (He shudders.)

BRADD. It was my fault, Cook. I persuaded im to be mesmerized. If it adnt ha been for me he wouldnt ave made such a fool of imself. Ive ad to keep reminding myself of that.

COOK (slyly). I wondered sometimes that you didnt knock im down, sir.

BRADD. Yes. I used to wonder myself, but Im thankful I didnt. I ad no right to when it wasnt is fault.

COOK. DO you think ell ever come to is right senses again, sir?

BRADD. Yes, I think itll wear off gradual. If it dont, and he wants to take the ship back to London, itll be a case for the police. But I think hes getting quieter, already.

(He goes into the state-room and closes the door behind him.

A violent uproar is heard, SMITHS bellowings dominating.

The door is opened and BRADD is thrown violently into the cabin and falls on the floor.)

SMITH. YOU come into my state-room again and Ill boil you first and eat you afterwards.

(SMITH slams the door.)

COOK (helping BRADD up and dusting Mm down). Seems to be wearing off very slow, sir.

BRADD (panting). I  I  I COOK. Didnt you know e was in there, sir?

BRADD (still breathing hard). I  forgot. Force of  habit. Hes raving mad, thats what it is. He cant ave any idea what hes doing.

(The COOK helps him to the left locker and he seats himself.) Hes dangerous.

(Steps are heard on the companion-ladder. JOE appears.)

JOE. Mrs. Bradd is just coming along the quay, sir. BRADD. All right. All right.

(JOE disappears.)

What business is it of his?

COOK. Well, sir, I spose hes excited. Weve just been putting our eads together in the focsle, talking it over like, and wondering wots goin to appen. BRADD. Whats going to appen!

COOK. Yes, sir, about Mrs. Bradd, sir.

BRADD. What are you talking about?

COOK. Well, sir, we ad an argyment. Bill says that as the mate thinks that e is the capn hell naturally think as ow Mrs. Bradd is his wife, but Joe and me  

BRADD (throwing his arms up and yelling). Wah!

(He dashes off to meet his wife.)

COOK (looking after BRADD). And es been married five years. Well, well!

(He takes a handkerchief from his pocket and going on his knees polishes the stove. The state-room door opens and SMITH enters with a stiff collar in his hand.)

SMITH. Here. See whether you can fasten this for me.

(The COOK wipes his hands on his handkerchief, attends to his nose with it and then starts to fasten the collar.)

I didn t tell you to choke me  and keep your claws out o my throat.

COOK. Yes, sir.

(He goes on fastening the collar. SMITH squints down at his hand.)

SMITH. I tell you to fasten my collar and  look at your hands. Look at em.

(The COOK looks, moistens the tips of his fingers with his lips and dries them on his coat. SMITH thrusts him violently aside.)

(Advancing on him.) Get out; afore I kill you.

(The COOK turns, bolts out and dashes up the companion-ladder. SMITH goes into the state-room and returns with a small glass in which he inspects the damage to his collar. A womans voice is heard off. He dashes into the state-room and stands listening with his head projecting. He pulls the door to gently, but without closing it, as MRS. BRADD enters followed by BRADD.)

MRS. BRADD (impatiently). Yes. I know all about it. I met Bill.

BRADD. But es mad. Hes got to be humoured. MRS. BRADD. All right. Ill humour him. You run away.

(The door of the state-room opens a little wider. SMITH is seen listening.)

BRADD. I cant leave you here alone with im. It aint safe.

MRS. BRADD. YOU get up on deck; Im all right. I shall try and bring him round gently and slowly. BRADD. But he thinks es your husband.

MRS. BRADD. All the better.

BRADD. Oh, is it? Now  

MRS. BRADD (firmly). You go on deck.

(BRADD goes, grumbling. MRS. BRADD seats herself on the right locker.)

(Calling.) Ben.

BRADD (hastily reappearing). Hullo.

MRS. BRADD (with annoyance). Not you. I mean the other Ben.

(She waves him away. BRADD goes on deck.) (Loudly.) BEN! BEN!!

(The state-room door opens and SMITH emerges very slowly. All the snap has gone out of him.)

Had a good trip, Ben?

SMITH (moistening his lips with his tongue). Fa-fairish. MRS. BRADD. Yes. Might have been better I suppose. But you never will listen to me.

SMITH (nervously). I  I was listening.

MRS. BRADD. I mean about the mate. Ive told you over and over again that George Smith is no good. Havent I?

SMITH. I  dont remember.

MRS. BRADD. YOU mean you wont remember. Ive told you scores of times. Look at the last trip when he turned up late and made you miss the tide.

SMITH (gulping). Wasnt his fault, poor chap. (Warmly.) Theres many a worse mate than him, I can tell you.

MRS. BRADD. Theyd want some finding. Any news?

SMITH. NO  no. None as I know of.

MRS. BRADD. Well, Ive got some; the damp is coming in the back bedroom ceiling, where I told you it would, Cissie has got a bad cold and little Jimmies boots are almost off his feet.

SMITH (nervously). You dont say so.

MRS. BRADD. I do say so, but I can soon put that right. Uncle Dick gave me a five-pound note. I want you to change it for me. (She produces a note from her bag.)

SMITH (briefly). Cant do it.

MRS. BRADD. Show me what youve got.

(She leans forward as SMITH pulls out his purse and looks into it. Calmly she takes it from him and takes out the contents.)

Only two pounds. Well, Ill take that to go on with. Ill give you the fiver when I get the rest.

(She places the notes in her bag and gazes serenely at the perturbed SMITH.)

SMITH (wildly). No. No. I want the money myself. (He puts his hands to his head and reels to and fro.) Ah! Whats the matter?  Whats happening?  Where am I?  What am I doing?  My eads bursting!  I can see fireworks.

(BRADD dashes in at the door.)

BRADD. George!

MRS. BRADD. Dont worry him. Let him look at the fireworks.

BRADD (ecstatically). Hes come round. Oh, George, you ave been playing the fool. Dont you know what youve been doing?

SMITH (dully). Doing?

BRADD. Dont you remember Capn Zingall mesmerizing you, and telling you that you was me?

SMITH (gaping). Telling me I was you?

BRADD. Yes, and youve been capn of this ship ever since. Dont you remember shoving me out of my own state-room?

SMITH (with a bewildered air, rubbing his eyes and blinking). I dont know wot you are talking about. I cant remember anything. My minds a perfect blank.

MRS. BRADD. Dont worry him, Ben. He cant remember anything, poor fellow. His mind is  a  perfect  blank.

(She smiles cheerfully at SMITH and pats her bag.)

BRADD. Its the most extraordinary case I ever heard of.

MRS. BRADD. SO it is, and, whats more extraordinary still, Ben, youre coming to church with me to-morrow, and you are going to put two pounds in the plate.

(SMITH sinks on to a locker, a picture of misery. MRS.

BRADD shepherds BRADD to the door  smiling at SMITH over her shoulder.)

BRADD (stuttering). Two  two  two  

SMITH (sepulchrally). Pounds  

CURTAIN.
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A COMEDY IN ONE ACT
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SCENE.  MR. DAWSONS Living-room.

There is a door in the right of the back wall, opening on to the street; a window centre and another door in the left wall leading to the kitchen. The room is comfortably furnished. There is a fair-sized table in the centre of the room; two or three armchairs, small chairs, etc., etc. The right wall contains a fireplace: usual ornaments and pictures adorn the room.

When the CURTAIN rises MRS. DAWSON is sitting in an armchair by the fire, sewing. There is a knock at the door. She moves up, opens it and the GIPSY steps inside.

MRS. DAWSON (closing the door and whispering). Not yet. They are not in yet, except my husband, (pointing to the left door) and he is washing himself in the kitchen. We mustnt be seen together. They might think something.

GIPSY (turning to the door). All right. Ill come back in a few minutes.

MRS. DAWSON. Did that young Foss turn up to have his fortune told? He said he would.

GIPSY (returning). He did. Said his name was Smith; but I knew him. I made it as hot as I could, but he laughed all the time.

MRS. DAWSON (sharply). Oh, did he? Well make him laugh the other side of the face before we have done with him. Now, you remember all I told you what my daughter did?

GIPSY (tapping her forehead). Its all there, every word of it. Ive got a wonderful memory.

(They move up to the door.)

Its a gift.

(There is a noise in the kitchen. MRS. DAWSON pushes her out, closes the door and resumes her seat. MR.

DAWSON enters from the kitchen, fastening his collar.)

MR. DAWSON. Ha! Thats better. Nothing like a good wash for blowing the cobwebs away. Wheres Flora? Aint she come in yet?

MRS. DAWSON. NO.

MR. DAWSON (moving down below the fire, lighting his pipe with a spill and speaking between the puffs). Ah! Loves young dream and Charlie Foss, I expect. Well, were only young once. (He knocks the spill out on the hob.)

MRS. DAWSON. Yes, you encourage her. Charlie Foss indeed! Shell go and do the same as her sister Jenny done; marry a man and then ave to work and slave herself to skin and bone to keep him.

MR. DAWSON (leaning his back against the mantelpiece and ruminating). I see Jenny yesterday. Getting quite fat, she is.

MRS. DAWSON (violently). Thats right! Thats right! The moment I say something you go and try and upset it.

MR. DAWSON (hastily). Unealthy fat, praps. Dont get enough exercise, I suppose.

MRS. DAWSON (fiercely). Anybody who didnt know you, Joe Dawson, would think you was doing it a-purpose!

MR. DAWSON (removing his pipe and regarding her open-mouthed). Doing wot? I only said  

MRS. DAWSON. I know what you said. Here I do my best from morning to night to make everybody appy and comfortable  and what happens?

MR. DAWSON (shaking his head in sympathy). Nothing  nothing.

MRS. DAWSON (hotly). Anyway, Jenny aint married a fool; shes got that consolation.

MR. DAWSON. Thats right, Mother, look on the bright side o things a bit. If Jenny ad married a better chap, I dont suppose we should see half as much of her as wot we do.

MRS. DAWSON. Oh, stop it before you send me crazy.

(FLORA enters from the street, takes off her hat and coat, throws them on a chair and takes a seat by her mother.)

FLORA. Father talking politics again?

MRS. DAWSON (grimly). We were talking about you. One unfortunate marriage in the family is enough.

FLORA. Im not married. (She winks at her father.) It isnt for the want of asking, either.

MRS. DAWSON. Ive no doubt, my gal. Why you cant walk out with young Ben Lippet, wholl be his own master when his father dies, instead of gadding about with that good-for-nothing Charlie Foss, I dont know.

MR. DAWSON (shaking his head). Hes so good-looking, is Charlie, thats the worst of it. What with his dark eyes and his curly air   

MRS. DAWSON (passionately). Go on! Go on! Dont mind me.

(MR. DAWSON sits in the armchair below the fireplace, puffs at his pipe in a confused fashion and winks at his daughter.)

FLORA (to her mother). You neednt go on too fast, I havent made up my mind yet. Charlies looks are all right, but he isnt over and above steady; and Ben is steady, but he aint much to look at.

MR. DAWSON (leaning back in his chair  sentimentally). What does your art say?

(Both ladies sit upright and gaze at him frigidly.)

MRS. DAWSON. Charlie Foss is too larky; its easy come and easy go with him. Hes just such another as your fathers cousin Bill  and look what appened to (There is a loud knock at the door and a cheerful, piercing whistle.)

(Waspishly.) There is my lord  anybody might think the ouse belonged to him. And now hes dancing on my clean doorstep.

MR. DAWSON (going to the door). Might be only knocking the mud off afore coming in. Ive noticed hes been very careful since you made a remark about it the other day.

(He opens the door and admits MR. FOSS.)

MR. Foss (brightly). Good evening, everybody. How are we all? Appetite good, and sleeping well? No tired feeling?

MR. DAWSON. Only of a morning, Charlie, just when I have to get up.

MR. FOSS. Ah! were all like that.

MRS. DAWSON. Speak for yourself, Mr. Foss.

MR. FOSS (hastily coming down between the ladies). I dont mean ladies; I mean workers. Like Mr. Dawson and me. People that have to swallow their breakfast in five minutes and turn out into the cold and wet.

MRS. DAWSON (sharply). And who gets up and cooks the breakfast?

FLORA. And washes up afterwards?

MRS. DAWSON. And is working from morning to night?

FLORA. Till theyre too tired to sleep?

MRS. DAWSON. And getting no thanks for it?

FLORA (shaking her head). Men are all alike.

MR. FOSS (softly). Well, girls arent; theres nobody like you, Flora. Nobody. After you were made the pattern was broke.

MR. DAWSON (perplexed). Pat-tern? Pattern! There wasnt no  

MRS. DAWSON (hastily giving MR. DAWSON a sharp glance). Thatll do. Thatll do. Ill thank Mr. Foss not to talk like that.

MR. FOSS. Why, what have I done?

MRS. DAWSON. Talk sensible  if you must talk.

MR. FOSS (silting in an armchair). Well, I was going to tell you about having my fortune told, but I suppose youll say that aint sensible.

MRS. DAWSON. It might be and it might not. Theres more in fortune-telling than a good many people suppose. Ive heard of surprising things.

MR. FOSS (with a look at MR. DAWSON). It was surprising, all right. Funny, too.

MRS. DAWSON. Funny? Did you go to the old woman you said you was going to?

MR. FOSS. I did; but I gave her a wrong name and address in case she might have heard of me, and, my word, she did make a mess of it  (laughing heartily)  Ive been laughing ever since. Funny aint no word for it.

MR. DAWSON. What did she say?

MR. FOSS (smiling). Said I was a wrong un and will bring my mothers grey hairs with sorrow to the grave. Im to have bad companions and take to drink. Im to steal money to gamble with and, after all that, Im to have five years for bigamy.

FLORA. Oh!

MR. FOSS (with relish). Five years. I told her I was disappointed I wasnt going to be hung, and she said it would be a disappointment to a lot of other people, too. Nasty tongue shed got  but I only laughed.

MRS. DAWSON (frigidly). I dont see nothing to laugh at.

MR. DAWSON. I shouldnt tell anybody, Charlie. Keep it a secret, my boy. (With a shrug of his shoulders.) After all, its your business.

MR. FOSS (turning to MR. DAWSON, amazed). But you  you dont believe it?

MRS. DAWSON. Its wonderful how some of these fortune-tellers can see into the future.

MR. DAWSON (rising uneasily). I dont believe in em, either  I should be very sorry if some things Ive heard came true. Its only co-co-incidence, of course; still, I remember I ad my fortune told once when I was a boy and the old woman told me that I should marry the prettiest and the nicest and the sweetest-tempered gal in the world.

MR. FOSS (triumphantly). Well, there you  

(He turns, facing MRS. DAWSON, and stops in confusion.)

MRS. DAWSON (icily). What was you about to remark?

MR. FOSS. I was going to say  I was going to say  I had just got it on the tip of my tongue to say: There you  you  you had all the luck, Mr. Dawson.

(He breathes with relief.)

MRS. DAWSON (staring at him). Well, you took a long time to say it.

MR. DAWSON (beaming at her). Thats the only one I know of that come true.

MR. FOSS. Yes, o course  she only said all that because I made fun of her. I laugh at it.

FLORA (solemnly). I dont see anything to laugh at. Fancy five years for bigamy! Fancy the disgrace of it! Think of the poor wife!

MR. FOSS. But you are talking as if I was going to do it. I wish youd go and have your fortune told. Go and see what she says about you. Praps you wont believe so much in fortune-telling, afterwards.

MRS. DAWSON. Shes going to ave her fortune told this very evening.

MR. FOSS. Eh?

MRS. DAWSON. Shes coming here to tell Floras fortune. My daughter aint afraid to hear the truth about herself. Give me half a crown, Father.

MR. DAWSON (slowly). Is it wise?

MRS. DAWSON (holding out her hand). Half a crown!

(MR. DAWSON takes the money from his trouser pocket very slowly and hands it to her.)

MR. DAWSON. Half a dollar  and praps only to be told a fortune as will make her miserable.

FLORA. Im not afraid.

MR. FOSS (reproachfully). She can say what she likes about you, but I shant believe it.

FLORA (sharply). I dont suppose itll be anything to be ashamed of.

MRS. DAWSON. Not bigamy, or anything like that. (She shivers.)

MR. DAWSON (moving up to the street door). Well, Im just going down the road for a minute. Coming, Charlie?

MRS. DAWSON. Aint you going to stop and hear your own daughters fortune told?

MR. DAWSON (uneasily). No. I dont like this sort o thing. It makes my flesh creep. (Taking his hat from a peg.) Look what she told poor Charlie!

MBS. DAWSON. This is very different.

MR. DAWSON. I know. But she might tell her of some misfortune that is going to appen to her. Same as she did  (He stops abruptly.)

MRS. DAWSON. Same as she did what?

MR. DAWSON. Nothing. I mean like shes told other people.

MRS. DAWSON. You stay here.

MR. DAWSON (replacing his hat on the peg  shaking his head). Ill stay in the kitchen and leave the door open. I shall hear all I want to ear. More praps.

MR. FOSS (rising). Well, I suppose Id better be going. I hope she sees ten thousand a year for you, Flora.

MBS. DAWSON. Shell see something more sensible, I hope.

(Messrs. DAWSON and Foss proceed to the street door. MR. FOSS opens it fairly wide.)

MR. FOSS. Bit parky.

MR. DAWSON. Yes.

MR. FOSS. Nice and dry, though.

(The ladies and MR. DAWSON show discomfort at the draught.)

MR. DAWSON (shivering as he stands in the doorway). Youll catch cold, Charlie.

MR. FOSS. Thats what Im trying to do; my death o cold. (Bitterly.) Then I shant get five years for bigamy. (He steps back into the room.) Cant I stay in the kitchen with him, Mrs. Dawson? Ill be quite quiet.

MRS. DAWSON (after a moments reflection). Yes, if you like.

(MR. DAWSON thankfully shuts the door. MR. FOSS goes, on tiptoes, conspirator-fashion, to the kitchen. MR. DAWSON, grinning, imitates him. They leave the door to the kitchen half-open.)

(Whispering to FLORA.) Your father can make fun of it if he likes, but Ive known too many things come true. FLORA. Fortune-telling?

(MRS. DAWSON nods significantly.)

Well, I hope she was wrong about Charlie.

MRS. DAWSON (piously). Let us hope so. Theres no arm in hoping.

(A gentle knock is heard at the front door. MRS. DAWSON opens it and admits the GIPSY.)

GIPSY. I hope Im not late. I couldnt get away. Some poor man whose fortune I told the other day came round to see me. Its all come true  it always does, of course. Hes nearly out of his mind. Wanted to blame me  as if I could help it; I only told him what I saw. Its no good me telling him lies  he doesnt pay his money for that.

(MR. DAWSON and MR. FOSS are seen peeping round the kitchen door.)

MRS. DAWSON. Of course not. If people have their fortunes told they cant expect em all to be good.

FLORA. Well, if theyre bad, whats the good of hearing them? No good taking up troubles before they come.

GIPSY. Sometimes it helps people to avoid them, dearie. Often Ive told people things and they was able to choose. Ive been able to warn them.

FLORA. How do you mean? If you see a thing that is going to happen, it must happen, mustnt it?

GIPSY. Theres things and things. I told a lady once that a dark man who was making love to her was a bad lot. What was the result? She turned him down and married another man. The dark man got seven years for burglary and she got seven beautiful children.

FLORA (horrified). Seven! That was your fault. Poor thing!

(MRS. DAWSON gives the GIPSY a chair. FLORA sits on one side of her and MRS. DAWSON on the other. The GIPSY takes FLORA S hand, FLORA snatches it away.)

I havent made up my mind. Wait a moment.

GIPSY. Trust the old gipsy, dearie. I havent crossed your palm yet, but I feel that there is a wonderful future for you. I can feel it in my bones.

MRS. DAWSON. Dont be silly, Flora.

FLORA (brooding). But suppose she sees me run over by a motor-car, or murdered, or losing both my legs, or losing my hair, or  

GIPSY (with a smile). If its anything dreadful, dearie, I wont tell you.

FLORA (sharply). Well, then I shant be getting my half-crowns worth.

(MRS. DAWSON and the GIPSY exchange sympathetic glances. MRS. DAWSON hands her the half-crown, and she takes FLORA S hand and crosses it. Then she takes a small bottle from her pocket and pours a little dark liquid into the girls left palm.)

GIPSY (bending forward and peering intently). Left for the past; right for the future. (She mutters some gibberish and bends lower over the girls hand. She speaks in a rapt voice with great solemnity and deliberation.)

I see a fair-haired infant  a beautiful child. Most wonderfully formed.

(MR. FOSS leans forward, but catching the austere eye of FLORA, suddenly stiffens.)

A-ah! She is now four years old  a little angel  racked with whooping-cough. She whoops all over the place. I see a man  her father. He avoids the little angel and sucks a lot of lozenges which he keeps in a little brass box.

(The head of MR. DAWSON disappears.)

MRS. DAWSON. He said he had to be careful in case he got it and gave it to the men in the warehouse.

GIPSY. The scene changes. I see a bedroom. She is eight years old and in bed. Prettier than ever, but all over red spots  measles!

(FLORA regards her open-mouthed.)

MRS. DAWSON. Quite right. She had her eighth birthday in bed.

(The head of MR. DAWSON reappears.)

GIPSY. Yes, I see her birthday. Her father goes into the room with a present for her  a doll. He is holding something over his mouth and nose.

MRS. DAWSON (sniffing). Handkerchief soaked in vinegar.

GIPSY. She tries to kiss him.

MRS. DAWSON. Can you see in her hand what he said about it?

GIPSY. NO; I only see pictures.

MRS. DAWSON. Well, thats wonderful enough. How you do it beats me. Its all just as it happened. Can you remember it, Flora?

FLORA. Yes  and I remember what Father said, if she wants to know.

(MR. DAWSON disappears again; MR. FOSS pulls him back.)

GIPSY. Ah! The sea; a sandy beach and blue water. She has gone there to get strong again after the measles. I see her paddling; she falls into the water and spoils her frock; her mother  

FLORA (hastily, with a hostile glance at MR. FOSS.) Never mind about that. I was only eight then and Mother always was ready with her hands.

GIPSY. People on the beach smile. They  

FLORA (bitterly). It dont take much to make some people laugh.

GIPSY. Time moves on and the scene changes. She is fourteen and wears her hair in a pig-tail. She and a boy next door, but seven, both have the mumps.

FLORA (with great warmth). And why not? People cant help having the mumps, can they?

GIPSY. Im only reading what I see in your hand, dearie. Ha! An accident! She is knocked down by a boat-swing. A boy who lives opposite brings her home.

FLORA (quickly). He happened to be passing at the time.

GIPSY (studying her hand closely). Ah! Yes. His head is done up with sticking-plaster.

MRS. DAWSON. I remember it as if it was yesterday.

GIPSY. Time passes and she is apprenticed to the dressmaking. All goes well for a time, and then  

FLORA (interrupting). What about my future? Arent you ever coming to it?

GIPSY. All right, my pretty lady.

(She pours a little liquid from the phial into the girls right hand.)

FLORA (shrinking). Half a moment. If its anything dreadful, I dont want to hear it. It  it aint natural.

GIPSY (holding her hand). I can warn you of dangers to keep clear of. I can let you peep into the future and see what to do and what to avoid. Ah! (She utters little ejaculations of surprise and perplexity.) I see you moving in gay scenes surrounded by happy faces. You are much sought after. You have handsome presents and fine clothes. You will  ye-es, you will cross the sea. I see a dark young man and a fair young man. They will both influence your life. The fair young man works in his fathers shop. He will have great riches.

FLORA (after a pause). What about the other; the dark one?

GIPSY (shaking her head). He is his own worst enemy and he will drag down those he loves with him. You are going to marry one of them, but I cant see clear  I cant see which.

FLORA (anxiously). Look again.

GIPSY. I cant see. That means it isnt meant for me to see. Its for you to choose. I can see them now as plain as I can see you. You are all three standing where two roads meet. The fair young man is beckoning to you and pointing to a big house, and a motor-car and a yacht.

FLORA (surprised). And the other?

GIPSY (doubtfully). He  hes in funny clothes. What does that mean? Ah! I see. Poor fellow! FLORA. Whats the matter?

GIPSY. Hes in prison clothes and he is pointing to a gaol. Its all gone. I can see no more.

(She drops the girls hand, draws her hand across her eyes and sinks back in her chair.)

MRS. DAWSON (drawing a long breath). Well! Well! It fair takes your breath away.

(They all rise and the heads at the kitchen door disappear suddenly. MRS. DAWSON and FLORA accompany the GIPSY to the front door.)

GIPSY. Well, good night, my pretty lady. Ah! I wish the poor old gipsy had had your chances.

(She goes. MRS. DAWSON closes the door and with FLORA turns and confronts the two men as they come in from behind the kitchen door. MR. DAWSON is looking extremely alarmed and miserable.)

MRS. DAWSON. Did you hear?

MR. DAWSON (groaning). Awful! Dreadful! It makes my flesh creep.

MR. FOSS. Old fraud. Ive a good mind to put the police on her.

MRS. DAWSON. YOU mark my words: the fair young man is meant for Ben Lippet. It must be. Its no use shutting your eyes to things.

MR. DAWSON (groaning). Its as plain as a pikestaff.

First of all she tells Charlie hes to ave five years for bigamy, and when shes telling Floras fortune she sees a dark young man in convicts clothes.

MR. FOSS (hotly). Meaning me?

MR. DAWSON (shaking his head). No, Charlie. You aint the only dark young man in the world, you know.

MR. FOSS. But you said  

MR. DAWSON. Dont worry me, Charlie. My heads fair buzzing. How did she know all that about Flora? Thats what I cant understand.

MRS. DAWSON. Its a gift, and I do hope Flora is going to act sensible. Anyway, she neednt go upstairs with the toothache every time Ben Lippet comes to see her father.

FLORA. He doesnt come to see Father, and I cant help having the toothache.

MRS. DAWSON. YOU dont try. Think of what youve heard this evening, too. Why dont you take warning?

MR. FOSS. Look here, Mrs. Dawson, do you think that old fraud meant me when she spoke of the dark young man?

MRS. DAWSON. Yes, of course I do. Who else could she mean?

MR. FOSS (to DAWSON). DO you think she meant me?

MR. DAWSON. Well, in a manner o speaking, Charlie, I dont see who else she could mean. Ive got my own reasons for not wanting to believe in her, but I cant go against my common sense.

MR. FOSS (tenderly). Well, anyway, Flora dont believe in such rubbish.

FLORA. HOW should she know all the things I did when I was a little girl? Years and years ago.

MRS. DAWSON. I believe every word she said. Perhaps youd like to tell me Im not sensible! And how did she know about Ben Lippet? How did she know he was in is fathers shop?

MR. DAWSON. And likely to come in for money? Hes got an uncle whats rolling in it. (Shaking his head.) Keeps a fish-shop in London.

MRS. DAWSON. And an aunt who lost her usband in a railway accident and got a thousand pounds for im.

MR. DAWSON (impressively). And her second usband is a commercial traveller.

MR. FOSS. Its all nonsense. Shes only in the town while the circus is here, so of course she can say anything she likes. Shell be a hundred miles away before you find her out. Anybody can tell fortunes. I can.

MRS. DAWSON. P-h-h.

MR. FOSS. All right. You watch me. (Taking FLOEAS hand and crossing it with a shilling.) A-ah! (He imitates the GIPSY.) Oh, what a long life, dearie. Ah! What is this? (He peers at her hand.) I see you coming out of church. You have just been married to a fair young man with ginger hair and great riches.

MRS. DAWSON. When youve finished your nonsense  

MR. FOSS. Time passes. I see you in a splendid motor-car with your husband driving. Ah! (He breaks off and puts his hand over his eyes.) The car overturns and catches fire. Your husbands hair is all burnt off and never grows again. He buys a dark wig and looks much nicer.

FLORA (giggling). Dont be silly.

MR. FOSS. I see you at sea  in his yacht. There is a storm. He is washed overboard. Time passes. I see a beautiful young widow sitting on the steps of the prison where the dark young man is, waiting for him to come out. (Very softly.) You will be very happy, my pretty lady, when he does.

MRS. DAWSON (grimly). Have you finished?

MR. DAWSON (shaking his head). You oughtnt to make fun of serious things, Charlie. I dont mind telling you, shes put the wind up me. (He sighs heavily.)

MR. FOSS. About me?

MR. DAWSON. NO, about me. I ad the same silly idea that you ad about er at first, but after what Ive heard to-night, I dont know what to think. All I can ope is that she makes a mistake sometimes.

MRS. DAWSON. Never.

MR. DAWSON (entreatingly). Dont say that, Mother.

MRS. DAWSON. I do say it. Whats the matter with you? What are you looking like that for?

MR. DAWSON (gulping). Im miserable; but I aint going to believe her. I cant.

MRS. DAWSON (staring at him). You mean, you dont want to. I believe every word she says. If she told me I was coming in for a fortune, I should believe her; and if she told me I was going to ave misfortunes, I should believe her.

MR. DAWSON (shouting). Dont say that, Mother! Dont say that!

MRS. DAWSON. Why shouldnt I?

MR. DAWSON (in a sepulchral voice). Because thats what she did say.

MRS. DAWSON. What? What are you talking about?

MR. DAWSON. I didnt mean to tell you. Until I eard her tell Floras fortune I thought it was all nonsense.

MRS. DAWSON (with resignation). I  dont know  what  you are talking about.

MR. DAWSON (speaking slowly and desperately). I won arf a dollar off of Bob Stevens last Tuesday. Eighteen-pence is er price for telling the future only, and, being curious and feeling Id like to know whats going to appen to me, I went in and had eighteen pennorth.

MRS. DAWSON (hurriedly). Well, youre upset. You get upstairs to bed and sleep it off.

MR. DAWSON (silting with his hands between his knees). No, Id sooner stay ere; it seems more cheerful and lifelike. I wish I adnt gorn; thats what I wish. Whats the good of knowing your troubles before they come?

MR. FOSS. What did she tell you?

MR. DAWSON (slowly). She says Im to live to ninety, and Im to travel to foreign parts  she didnt mention a word about sea-sickness, MRS. DAWSON. YOU get to bed.

MR. DAWSON (shaking his head doggedly). Im to be rich; rich and loved. After my pore dear wifes death, Im to marry agin; a young woman with money and stormy brown eyes.

MRS. DAWSON (springing up and quivering with passion). How dare you? You  youve been drinking.

MR. DAWSON. Ive ad two arf-pints  and they aint done me no good. I know I shant be appy with a young woman.

(MRS. DAWSON, past speech, sinks into her chair and glares at him.)

MR. FOSS (in a kindly voice). I shouldnt worry about it if I was you, Mrs. Dawson. Look what she said about me! That ought to show you she aint to be relied on.

MR. DAWSON (musingly). Eyes like lamps; and Im forty-nine. Well, they do say every eye as its own idea of beauty.

MRS. DAWSON (hysterically, but with a fierce glance at MR. FOSS). If she said it, itll come true. If, after my death, my usband is going to marry a young woman with  with  (She chokes.)

MR. FOSS (prompting). Stormy brown eyes.

MRS. DAWSON (concluding). Its his fate and it cant be avoided.

MR. FOSS (unctuously). Might be worse. Do you know any young woman with stormy brown eyes, Mr. Dawson?

MR. DAWSON (shouting). No!

MR. FOSS. I was just trying to think. What about the girl at the shop where you always get your tobacco, Mr. Dawson? Shes got brown eyes. Would you call them stormy?

MR. DAWSON (scornfully). You dont know what you are talking about. Why, she has got the gentlest brown eyes I ave ever seen. Kind and dreamy, like. The sort of eyes  (He catches his wifes eye, coughs and stops in confusion.)

MRS. DAWSON (grimly). Yes?

MR. DAWSON (stammeringly). Eyes  eyes  

MRS. DAWSON. GO on.

MR. DAWSON. Eyes, the sort of eyes, like, (triumphantly) like eyes  

MRS. DAWSON (tossing her head). If you are going to marry a young woman with brown eyes, well, its your fate and it cant be avoided. The gipsy knows what she is talking about.

MR. FOSS. I expect she only said it to please him, Mrs. Dawson.

MR. DAWSON (turning on him violently). Look here, Charlie Foss  

MRS. DAWSON. Blustering is no good. That wont mend matters. If Im to go, Im to go, thats all.

FLORA. Mother!

MRS. DAWSON (chokingly). If it makes your father happy  

FLORA. Oh, Mother! (She clings to her.)

MRS. DAWSON. Ive been a good wife, still, perhaps I might have been better. Perhaps number two will be. Pity I cant go soon.

MR. DAWSON (gulping). But, thats the worst of it! Thats what makes it so hard. Thats whats worrying me. Thats the awful part of it.

MRS. DAWSON. What is?

MR. DAWSON (moistening his lips with his tongue). That is.

MRS. DAWSON. Speak plain English.

MR. DAWSON (stammering). The gipsy said  said youre to die before three months are out  and Im to be married to this young woman three months afterwards.

MRS. DAWSON (mechanically, and trying to avoid the glittering eye of MR. FOSS). Three! Three! Three months?

MR. FOSS (in a soothing voice). Dont be frightened, Mrs. Dawson. Shes an old swindler. I dont believe it; and, besides, we  shall  soon  see! Three monthsll soon pass away, and if shes wrong about that and you are not dead by then, perhaps shes wrong about other things. Perhaps I shant get five years for bigamy and perhaps Flora wont marry a fair man with millions of money and motor-cars.

MR. DAWSON (hopefully). No, perhaps she is wrong, after all, Mother.

(MRS. DAWSON turns and looks at them like a woman at hay. Then with an incoherent cry she dashes off into the kitchen. Sounds of falling articles are heard.)

(Gaping.) Shes smashing up the ome.

(MR. FOSS places his arm about FLORAS waist, and she puts her head on his shoulder. Noises continue.)

FLORA. GO to her, Father!

MR. FOSS (tenderly adjusting FLORAS head on his shoulder). I really think you ought to, Mr. Dawson.

(MR. DAWSON hesitates. Then he walks slowly to the kitchen door. As he reaches it there is a tremendous crash and he hastily jumps hack.)

MR. DAWSON (coming back). Perhaps shed sooner be alone.

CURTAIN.


DIXONS RETURN
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A COMEDY IN ONE ACT

[image: img488.jpg]

SCENE.  A room behind the bar of the Blue Lion.

There is a window in the centre of the back wall, with casement curtains, giving on to the bar; a door right of it, leading to the bar. There is another door in the left wall. The right wall contains a fireplace. Sporting prints and stuffed animals are on the walls. There is a table, a sofa, easy-chairs, gaudy vases, etc. When the CURTAIN goes up, MR. JOSIAH BURGE, dressed in painters white overalls, is seen sitting in an easy-chair by the fire, dozing. Raised voices are heard in the bar, and MRS. DIXON enters hastily, by the door from the bar.

MRS. DIXON (fiercely). A little more of it, and something will happen; Georgell go too far one of these days.

BURGE. Whats he been doing now?

MRS. DIXON. Oh, nothing; only interfering with Charlie, as usual.

BURGE. What a pity it is he as got such a nasty dispersition. Ow comfortable and happy we all might be. Ive got arf an idea, arf an idea, mind you, that he dont like me and Charlie and Bob being ere. He as good as said so only yesterday.

MRS. DIXON. Oh, dont he! Well, hell find out that its what I want, not what he wants, that goes here.

BURGE (shaking his head). I cant understand it. Its saving im money. I work myself to skin and bone painting this ouse. If theres another pub in Wapping painted as well as the Blue Lion, I aint seen it, thats all. He dont know when es well off.

MRS. DIXON. The sooner he finds out, the better.

BURGE. And if he didnt ave Charlie and Bob in the bar hed ave to ave other people. People he couldnt trust. I never see such a man. Never!

MRS. DIXON. Thats all right, Uncle. If hes going to get nasty with my relations, hed better go and live somewhere else. Theyre good enough for me, and if theyre not good enough for him thats his fault. If he dont like it he can lump it.

(She picks up a jug from the table and goes out. GEORGE DIXON comes in from the bar. He is a quiet-looking man of middle height, dressed in a lounge suit. He looks at the chair in which BURGE is sitting, and takes another.)

DIXON. Wheres Julia?

BURGE. Shes just gone into the kitchen. Upset a bit, I think.

DIXON (briefly). Oh!

BURGE (sighing). Yes. Women is delikit creatures, George. They ave to be handled gentle. Given in to, so to speak. If they dont get their own way it makes em ill; then theres the expense of a doctors bill.

(MRS. DIXON comes in from the kitchen.)

MRS. DIXON. Oh, I thought you were looking after the bar.

DIXON. Charlie and Bob are there.

MRS. DIXON. I know, but surely they cant manage it properly without you to give them advice.

DIXON. I dont want them to be rude to the customers, if thats what you mean. This has always been a well-kept house, with a steady, quiet trade, and I dont want betting slips and things of that sort.

MRS. DIXON. YOU dont want! Hm! And what about what I want?

DIXON. You ought to want what I want  youre my wife.

MRS. DIXON (scornfully). Youre too namby-pamby to keep a public house. You ought to be running a sweet-stuff shop. It takes a man to keep a public.

BURGE (nodding). A man what can use his fists, George. You ought to ha seen the way Charlie handled that carman last night. It done my art good to see im.

DIXON. The man was all right; he would have gone with a little persuasion. Im a peaceful man. Theres no need for violence; I can run my house without that.

MRS. DIXON (contemptuously). Safer, too, isnt it? I suppose if Charlie wasnt here I should have to put them out myself. One thing is, I could do it better than you could.

DIXON. I didnt do it, because I dont want to do it. I never used to have any trouble here, and Im not going to now. If Charlie cant obey orders, hell have to go.

MRS. DIXON (justly amazed). What! Oh, hold me, uncle; Im going to laugh. (She giggles.)

BURGE (shaking his head). You shouldnt say things like that, George. Not even in joke. It might be misunderstood.

DIXON. Im not joking.

MRS. DIXON. Neither am I.

BURGE (shaking his head). Now, now! Why cant you be quiet and peaceable? Ive been ard at work all the morning thinking wot colour to paint the back door, and this is the second time Ive been woke up since dinner. Youre old enough to know better, George.

DIXON. GO and sleep somewhere else, then. I dont want you here at all, or your boys, either. Go and give somebody else a treat; Ive had enough of the whole pack of you.

MRS. DIXON (screaming). George! How dare you?

DIXON. Well, I dont want them here. Ive had enough of them. If they havent got the sense to behave properly, they can go.

MRS. DIXON. Theyll go when I tell them, and not before.

DIXON. Hold your tongue.

MRS. DIXON (frantically). What!

DIXON. Remember who youre speaking to.

MRS. DIXON. HOW dare you talk to me like that? What dyou mean by it?

DIXON (shakily). Because you seem to forget who is master here. You all do.

MRS. DIXON. Master! Ill soon show you who is master. Youll beg my pardon, and Uncles, too, before you go into your bar again. (She calls.) Charlie!

(CHARLES appears from the bar. He is in shirt-sleeves rolled to the elbow, and wears a tie with a big pin in it. He is a tall man with a large fair moustache.)

CHARLES. Hallo!

MRS. DIXON. The master has been insulting me, and he (indicating DIXON with her hand) is not to go into the bar again until he has begged my pardon. Dyou understand?

CHARLES (grinning). Righto!

MRS. DIXON. If he tries to go in, push him out. DIXON. What? (To CHARLES.) YOU try it. BURGE. NOW, now! Why not beg her pardon, George, and ave done with it? It aint nice for Charlie, you know. He dont want to urt you.

CHARLES. I dont mind. (He smirks.) I always like to oblige a lady.

BURGE (chuckling). Always took after is father, Charlie did.

(An impatient tapping of a coin on the bar counter is heard.)

CHARLES. All right, coming. Are you dying of thirst, or wot?

(CHARLES goes into the bar. DIXON goes slowly to the bar door. BURGE and MRS. DIXON watch him expectantly. He stands for a second or two with his head turned in the direction of the bar, and then walks back into the room.)

MRS. DIXON (tauntingly). Did you think better of it?

(DIXON makes no reply. He seats himself and takes up a paper.)

When youve begged my pardon and Uncles, you can go, and not before.

BURGE. He neednt trouble about me, my dear. Im used to being put upon. I dare say when e comes to think it over hell be sorry e spoke like that, and thats enough for me. I dont bear no malice.

MRS. DIXON. Youre too kind-hearted, Uncle.

BURGE (gently). Thats better than being ard-earted, my dear. Give and takes my motter.

DIXON (lowering his paper). You can take all right.

MRS. DIXON (fiercely). Youd better be careful what you say. Youd better think before you speak.

DIXON (slowly). I am thinking. Im wondering whether to let you have your own way or to have mine.

MRS. DIXON. Oh! How would you get your own way?

DIXON. Well, I could pay Charlie and Bob off and send them away.

MRS. DIXON. In-deed! And suppose they wouldnt go. Praps you hadnt thought of that.

DIXON (slowly). Oh, yes I had. I can always pay off a servant, and, if hes foolish enough not to go, have him put out by the police.

MRS. DIXON (violently). You coward! You coward!

DIXON (mildly). Mr. Burge, too.

MRS. DIXON. Well, I go with them, then. Mind that! And I wont take a penny from you, either. Id starve first. Starve!

DIXON. Yes, I was thinking of that, too. I believe you would. But you neednt be alarmed; I shall not get the police. You wont have to starve.

BURGE (much relieved). I will say this for George. If he says a thing he sticks to it. Besides, look how bad it would look, police in a respectable ouse. (He shudders.) Why, it would be common. Think of the talk there would be. waist with his arms pinned to his sides. Guffaws are heard from the bar. BOB appears in the doorway, grinning.)

CHARLES (puffing). Wherell you have im, Julia? Strewth, hes as strong as a boy of fourteen.

MRS. DIXON (to her husband). I told you what would happen. When youve begged my pardon and Uncles you can go into the bar again, and not before.

DIXON (as CHARLES releases him and stands watching him). Im not going into the bar again. (He sits down.)

CHARLES. NO, you wont.

DIXON (to his wife). Ive been a good husband to you, Julia, but theres no satisfying you. You ought to have married somebody that would have knocked you about, and then youd ha been happy.

CHARLES. Nobody ud knock her about while Im here.

BURGE (fondly). He dont know is own strength. Pluck and strength, thats Charlie.

DIXON (to his wife). Im fond of a quiet life, and as I cant get it here Ill get it somewhere else. I leave you in charge. Take care they dont eat you out of house and home.

CHARLES (ferociously). Thats enough. Any more of that and Ill knock your head off.

BOB. If he dont, I will.

DIXON (quietly). Why not both do it? But even the two of you couldnt manage that lighterman yesterday. How many pints of my beer did you give the policeman you sent for?

BOB (hastily). He was passing at the time.

CHARLES (scowling). And happened to look in.

(DIXON laughs. CHARLES moves towards him.)

MRS. DIXON (peremptorily). Thatll do.

(CHARLES stops.)

When are you going away, George?

DIXON. NOW.

MRS. DIXON. Where to?

DIXON. TO sea.

(There is a shout of laughter. BOB, still laughing, goes into the bar.)

MRS. DIXON (hotly). I asked you a sensible question, and I expect a sensible answer.

DIXON (mildly). Ive told you; Im going to sea. I want a little fresh air  and change.

BURGE (nodding). Thats a very good idea of yours, George. Ive often thought Id like to go myself, if I was younger.

MRS. DIXON (tossing her head). Youll soon wish yourself home again.

DIXON (eyeing her very steadily). No, I dont think so.

BURGE. Did you say you was going now, George?

DIXON. Yes.

BURGE (rising from his chair). Praps youd like me to elp you to pack. Ive always been a good hand at packing. Got a gift for it, so to speak.

DIXON. I can do it. (He turns to his wife.) Ill have that small chest if you wont be wanting it.

MRS. DIXON (offhandedly). I dont want it, at present. How long are you going to be away?

DIXON. Might be months, might be years. But if you think youll want it, Ill get another.

MRS. DIXON (in a hard voice). No; you can have it. For twenty years, if you want it. Ill pack your things for you, if you like  with pleasure.

DIXON. Thanks. Ill send for it in the morning.

BURGE (anxiously). And suppose you dont get a ship?

DIXON. I can get a ship all right. I know of a berth I can have for the asking. Wheres my hat?

(He goes into the kitchen.)

MRS. DIXON. I suppose he thinks I shall ask him not to go. Well, hes mistaken.

BURGE (unctuously). Itll do im good. Its all for the best. Its a ard life is the sea, and hell appreciate his ome when he comes back again. He dont know when es well off  thats the trouble. Its as comfortable a ome as a man could wish to ave.

(DIXON returns with his coat and hat on.)

DIXON. Well, good-bye. (He turns to MRS. DIXON.) By the way, if that lighterman comes in here making more trouble, youd better send for the police. It would be a pity for Charlie to be hanged for murder.

CHARLES (moving towards him). I dont want any of your lip.

(DIXON goes through the bar door without looking back.)

BURGE (shaking his head). Hes got a nasty tongue. CHARLES (scowling). Hell lose that at sea, all right.

The CURTAIN is lowered to denote a lapse of three years.

(When the CURTAIN rises, MRS. DIXON is discovered sitting by the table, with a work-basket, darning a sock of somewhat startling pattern. The voice of CHARLES is heard in the bar saying, Bye-bye. Be good. He comes in.)

CHARLES. Busness aint what it used to be. People seem to be forgetting that mouths was made for beer.

MRS. DIXON. Were doing very well; it always is dull of an afternoon. I cant think how you get such holes in your socks. I believe you do it on purpose.

CHARLES (tenderly). Yes, just for the pleasure of seing you mending em.

MRS. DIXON. Thatll do. I dont want any more of that talk. Ive told you so before.

CHARLES. Are you going to be a widow all your life? MRS. DIXON. If I want to. Besides, I dont know that I am a widow.

CHARLES. Well, the ships been missing for a year. I should think thats good enough.

MRS. DIXON. Bad enough, you mean.

CHARLES. And hes been away three. Three whole years. If hed wanted to come back hed have come before. Then he wouldnt ave been drownded. If Id been in his shoes I shouldnt ave stayed away all that time. I couldnt, not if I tried.

MRS. DIXON (angrily, putting down the sock.) Thatll do, I tell you. When I want talk of that kind Ill go somewhere else for it. Im quite comfortable as I am; Im master here, and I always will be; I dont want any man to order me about, Ive had it once and I dont want any more of it.

CHARLES (staring). Ordering you about? Who? George never did, Ill swear.

MRS. DIXON. He tried to.

CHARLES ( justly amazed). When?

MRS. DIXON. When we were first married. (Pause.) The first fortnight.

CHARLES. Did you do what he told you to?

MRS. DIXON. NO, but I pretended to. Poor George! Let us hope he is happier where he is.

CHARLES (with conviction). Im sure he is.

MRS. DIXON (hotly). Oh, indeed! You seem to know a lot.

(BOB comes in from the kitchen.)

BOB. Hallo, you two! Quarrelling again? You remind me of a couple o love-birds that dont know whats expected of em.

MRS. DIXON. Thatll do. When I want your remarks Ill ask for em.

CHARLES (growling). Same here.

BOB (going to the bar door). All right; dont forget to ask. Theres plenty more where that one came from.

(He goes out.)

CHARLES. He talks too much.

MRS. DIXON. Hes not the only one. And if I hear any more from either of you therell be trouble. You keep your place, and Ill keep mine. If you dont, you wont.

CHARLES (puzzled). Wont what?

MRS. DIXON. Keep your place.

(Several voices are heard in the bar.)

What about giving Bob a hand in the bar? Im going upstairs for a rest.

(She picks up her work-basket, etc., and goes out. CHARLES stands for a second or two, gazing after her. He then walks to the bar door.)

CHARLES (head turned towards the bar.) Not so much noise, there. This is a public-house, not a Mothers Meeting.

(He goes off. The noise increases in volume. GEORGE DIXON appears, looks towards the bar, and comes slowly into the room. He is dressed in a shabby jersey, dirty serge trousers, sea-boots, and a sailors cap with a broken peak. He is carrying a bundle; is very sunburnt, and looks stouter. CHARLES enters hurriedly.)

Here, what are you up to? Where dyou think youre going? What dyou want? This aint the bar. DIXON (turning). Its all right.

CHARLES. George! Why, we thought you was drownded.

DIXON. NO, not this time.

CHARLES (in an injured voice). Well, we heard that the Monarch was missing with all hands twelve months ago.

DIXON. I got off with two others in a boat. It was ten days before we were picked up.

CHARLES (eyeing him). Well, you dont seem to have done yourself much good. We all thought you was dead.

DIXON. I was pretty nearly. Ah! Ive had a terrible time since I left home.

CHARLES. You look it. Id ha been ashamed to come ome like that.

DIXON (leaning against the mantelpiece). Im worn out. Ive got no pride left; its all been knocked out of me. Hows Julia?

CHARLES. Shes all right. (He shouts.) Here, Ju! DIXON. Hsh! Dont let her know too suddenly. Break it to her gently.

CHARLES. Fiddlesticks! You dont think shes been breaking her art, do you?

DIXON. Where is she? Upstairs?

CHARLES. I believe so.

DIXON. Ill go up to her.

(He goes out. CHARLES stands gazing after him. Then a wild cry is heard, followed by sounds of somebody falling downstairs. BURGE hobbles in, groaning and dusting himself, followed by DIXON.)

Im sorry I startled you.

BURGE. SO you ought to be. I thought it was your ghost! I believe you done it a-purpose. My backs broke. (He hobbles painfully to an easy-chair and sits down.) Charlie!

CHARLES. Yes?

BURGE. Get me a drop o brandy. The special. Im all shook up. (He groans.)

(CHARLES goes into the bar.)

(To DIXON.) Go and get my slipper. It fell off. (DIXON goes out and returns with the slipper. The old man, grunting and groaning, extends his foot, and DIXON puts on the slipper. CHARLES enters with brandy.)

(Drinking.) A-ah!

(CHARLES takes the empty glass, and goes back into the bar.) DIXON. Better?

BURGE. NO; my backs broke, and all your silly fault. You run away from a good home and the best wife in Wapping and come back and frighten people arf out of their lives. I never see such a fellow. You go away for three years, and you aint in the ouse for two minutes afore you start upsetting people agin. If Im a elpless cripple for the rest o my days itll be all your silly fault.

(BOB appears from the bar.)

BOB. Well, well! Wondersll never cease. I thought Charlie was trying to pull my leg. Had a good time, George?

BURGE. Hes broke my back. I met im on the stairs, and I thought e was his own ghost. I fell from top to bottom. I wonder you didnt ear me.

BOB. I did, but I was busy serving. Business afore pleasure, you know.

BURGE (exploding). Pleasure! Pleas  

BOB. Does poor Julia know the happy news?

DIXON. NO.

BOB. All right. Ill break it to er.

(He goes out.)

(Off.) Julia! Ju-li-a! Theres a gentleman to see you. (Pause.) Eh! No, come right down; its only George.

(He re-enters, grinning.)

She wont fall downstairs.

(MRS. DIXON comes in.)

MRS. DIXON. Good gracious! Whoeverd ha thought of seeing you again. Where have you sprung from? I thought Bob was having a game with me.

DIXON. Its not much to make a joke about. Aint you glad to see me, Julia?

MRS. DIXON (deliberately). Ye-s  I suppose so.

DIXON. Arent you glad that I am not drowned?

MRS. DIXON. Of course I am. (Pause.) I dont like to think of anybody being drowned. Even kittens.

DIXON. YOU are glad to see me back?

MRS. DIXON (coldly). Yes, if you are going to behave yourself. But first of all I should like to know what youve got to say for yourself for running away from me for three years. You stayed away to please yourself, and then, on top of that, you kept writing letters to me to get rid of my uncle and cousins, who were looking after me.

DIXON (moving slowly towards her). Thats a long time ago, Julia. Ive gone through a great deal of suffering since then. Ive been knocked about till I hadnt got any feeling left in me. Ive been shipwrecked  ten days in an open boat.

BURGE. I knew a man who ad six weeks of it once, but e didnt seem to think much of it. Playing cards most of the time.

DIXON. Another time I had to fight for my life in New Guinea. Got a spear in my side. (He moves his arm towards his wifes waist.)

MRS. DIXON (edging away). Nobody asked you to run away. Youd better go and put some decent clothes on. You dont look over and above respectable.

DIXON (slowly). Ive been thinking of you and of seeing you again ever since I went away, Julia. You would be the same to me if you were dressed in rags. (MRS. DIXON tosses her head and sits down. DIXON seats himself.)

BURGE (fondly). Shed look all right even if she was dressed in rags, Julia would. You dont look as though you picked up any money at sea, George.

DIXON. NO; I picked up other things instead.

BOB. What sort of things?

DIXON. Accidents and blows, and things o that sort.

BURGE. Its all eddication, George  looked at properly.

DIXON. I suppose I happened to have bad luck.

BOB (with a short laugh). Praps they knew you wouldnt it back.

DIXON. Praps that was it. The worst time I had was in an American whaler. If youd seen me there, Julia, I think you would have been sorry for me.

MRS. DIXON. Why should I? It was all your own silly fault. The sea is all right for men, and if you chose to go you might have known what would happen.

BURGE (explaining). Its meant for men like Charlie, not men like you, George. It wants a man who can stick up for imself.

(CHARLES appears in the doorway.)

DIXON. Yes, I found that out very soon. Ah, its good to be home again: easy-chairs and my own snug little bar.

CHARLES. YOU brought it all on yourself. Youve only got yourself to blame for it. I ad thought of picking a bone with you over all those letters you wrote.

BURGE. Let bygones be bygones, Charlie. Lets ope he as come back more sensible than wot he was when e went away.

BOB. Theres no arm in oping.

CHARLES. And what about the snug little bar, Julia? MRS. DIXON. Eh! Oh, yes, of course  George can go in there when he has begged my pardon and Uncles. DIXON (amazed). Eh!

MRS. DIXON. YOU heard what I said. When you have begged my pardon you can go into the bar, and not before.

DIXON (stammering). You  you mean I  Im not to go into my own bar?

MRS. DIXON. Yes, I do. You kept out of it for three years to please yourself, and now you can keep out of it to please me.

BOB. TO oblige a lady.

DIXON. And suppose I do go?

MRS. DIXON. Charliell see to that.

CHARLES. He will that. Ive put you out of the bar before, and if you come there messing about Ill do it agin. So now you know.

(Voices are heard in the bar. CHARLES goes out. DIXON and his wife eye each other; then DIXON gets up, and in a casual fashion goes into the bar. He reappears suddenly, violently propelled by CHARLES. He resumes his seat in silence, and looks at his wife.)

MRS. DIXON. I told you what it would be. Youve only got your silly interfering ways to thank for it.

BURGE (shaking his head). Youre too fond of having your own way, George. Give and take, thats my motter.

DIXON (to his wife). This is a nice thing to come home for. Three years of hardship for nothing. Youve got no proper feeling for me, Julia. Why, I was happier at sea than I am here.

MRS. DIXON. Well, youd better go back to it if youre so fond of it. I shant prevent you.

DIXON (slowly). I think I had. If I cant be master in my own home Im better at sea  hard as it is. You must chose between us, Julia  me or your relations. I wont sleep under the same roof as them for a single night. Am I to go?

MRS. DIXON. Please yourself. I dont mind your staying here so long as you behave yourself, but the others wont go; you can make your mind easy on that.

DIXON. I had hoped you had altered, Julia  I thought you were better. As it is, Ill go and get another berth. Im not wanted here. Praps you wouldnt mind having some clothes packed into a chest for me so as I can go away decent.

(He rises and looks at his wife. Then he walks slowly out, passing the bar. CHARLES appears from the bar and stands looking after him.)

CHARLES (coming into the room). I thought e was coming into the bar, but I suppose he thought better of it.

BOB. Hes gone off to sea agin. We aint good enough for im.

BURGE. Hes got a nasty temper as George.

CHARLES (looking towards MRS. DIXON). Fancy going away and leaving a wife like that. Some people dont know when theyre well off.

BURGE. He aint grateful enough for is mercies. Nobody could ave a more comfortable ome than wot this is; and I know wot I am talking about, mind you.

(Tapping is heard in the bar. BOB goes out.)

MRS. DIXON. Well, if he prefers the sea he can have it. I shant stop him.

(DIXON returns.)

DIXON (cheerfully). Well, everybody happy?

MRS. DIXON. What have you come back for? Have you forgotten anything l DIXON. NO.

CHARLES. I thought you were going to look for another berth.

DIXON. Yes. Ive got it.

MRS. DIXON. What? Why, you havent been gone a minute.

DIXON (seating himself) Quite long enough. Ive got a jolly good ship this time. I had it all arranged before I went out. No more hardships for me now. Ive got a berth as captain.

MRS. DIXON. What! Captain! You! (She laughs derisively.)

DIXON (jovially). Yes. You can sail with me if you like.

MRS. DIXON. Thank you  Im quite comfortable where I am.

CHARLES (staring at him). Do you mean to say youve got a masters berth?

DIXON (smiling). I do; master and owner.

CHARLES (winking at MRS. DIXON and tapping his forehead significantly). Wots the name of the ship?

DIXON (springing up and speaking in a new, loud, commanding voice.) The Blue Lion. Im shipping a new crew and I pay off the old one to-night. You first, my lad.

CHARLES (puzzled). Pay off? Blue Lion!

DIXON (roaring). Blue Lion, I said. Are you deaf, you spotty-faced son of a gun?

BURGE. George! George! Im surprised at you. You aint yourself.

DIXON. Ill surprise you more before I have done with you. When I came home I thought perhaps Id let bygones be bygones, and I laid low to see whether any of you deserved it. I went to sea to get hardened  and  I  got  hard. Ive fought men that would eat that pup (nodding at CHARLES) at a meal. Ive had more blows in a week than hes had in all his silly life.

(He walks to the door leading to the bar and fastens it.

Then he takes money from his pocket and slaps it on the table before CHARLES.)

Theres a months pay instead of notice. Now git!

MRS. DIXON (screaming). George! How dare you! Have you gone crazy?

BURGE (trembling). Dont excite im, my dear. Hell be all right in a minute.

CHARLES (coming closer). I dont go for your orders. Wot dyou mean by locking that door? What dyou think youre up to?

DIXON (ferociously). What! Damn it! I mustnt lock a door without asking my barman now. Pack up and be off, you swab, before I start on you.

(CHARLES rushes at him, aims a blow, and receives one on the chin that floors him. He is up again in an instant, only to be knocked down again. MRS. DIXON, followed by BURGE, hurries off by the kitchen door. CHARLES gets up more cautiously. They fight above the table, but DIXON is fighting like a tornado, and CHARLES is put down by another heavy blow and remains sitting on the floor.)

Get up! Get up, you Dago! you havent had half enough. Why, I havent begun yet.

(An imperative tapping is heard on the door leading to the bar. DIXON, glancing at the recumbent CHARLES, throws it open. BOB enters.)

(Growling.) Yes! What do you want?

BOB (glancing in dismay at CHARLES). NO  nothing! DIXON. Im paying off. Have you got anything to say against it?

BOB (drawing back). No.

DIXON (longingly). Quite sure? Dont speak before you think, you know.

BOB. Certain.

DIXON (taking out money and counting it.) You and Charliell go now. The old man can stay for a month to give him time to look for a job. Dont look at me like that, else Ill knock your head off.

(He slaps the money on the table. BOB pockets it. BURGE and MRS. DIXON return.)

Dont you be alarmed on my account, my dear. Its childs play to what Ive been used to. Ive polished off a couple of better men before breakfast, just to give me an appetite.

(MRS. DIXON looks from one to the other, and tries to speak, but fails.)

(Nodding at her.) Thats right. Im master and owner of the Blue Lion, and youre first mate. When Im speaking, you keep quiet. Thats dis-sipline! Burge! BURGE. Ye-yes!

DIXON. Sir, when you speak to me. Go in and mind the bar while the missus gets me a cup of tea.

(BURGE looks at MRS. DIXON, then shambles off.)

MRS. DIXON (in a fury, addressing CHARLES). Get up! What are you sitting there for?

(CHARLES rises slowly, tenderly holding his jaw. He takes the money from the table and moves to the door, followed by BOB.)

DIXON (sternly). Get a move on. I give you an hour to pack and clear off.

(CHARLES and BOB slowly go out. DIXON seats himself.)

MRS. DIXON (breathlessly). You  you  

DIXON (kindly). Sit down, Mr. Mate.

(MRS. DIXON draws herself up and regards him offensively.)

(Slapping his right leg.) Sit here. Youll be the first  for a month.

(MRS. DIXON makes a choking gasping noise, walks stiffly across, and plumps on his knee as stiff as a ramrod. DIXON puts his arm round her waist.)

Thats better. Were off on a new cruise, with me on the bridge. Savvy?

CURTAIN.


DOUBLE DEALING
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A COMEDY IN ONE ACT
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SCENE.  MR. EVANSS living-room.

There is a door leading from outside in the right of the hack wall; another door is in the left wall. There is a fireplace above this latter door, with a mirror over the mantel. Usual furniture, a large shell on a small table; a seascape on glass. Bright ornaments, brass candlesticks, etc etc. There is a table in the centre of the room. The window is in the left of the back wall.

The stage is empty when the CURTAIN rises, but a heated argument is heard off. Then the door from the street is opened and FRED CARTER, violently protesting, is thrust into the room by EVANS and his son.

EVANS (to CARTER). SO far, so good. Just as well for you you came quiet.

FRED. I came of my own free will. Now perhaps youll tell me what it is all about.

EVANS. DO you call yourself a man?

FRED. I dont call myself anything. I think youve both gone dotty. I keep telling you that you are mistaking me for somebody else. Now perhaps youll tell me who you think I am and what you think Ive been doing.

EVANS (thrusting his face into FREDS). Youre supposed to have come courting my daughter, Mr. Somebody Else, and, after getting her promise to marry you, nipping off to London to make arrangements for the wedding. Shes been mourning you for four years now, having an idea youd been made away with.

JACK. Being true to your memory, you skunk!

EVANS. And wont look at decent chaps that want to marry her.

FRED (impatiently). I keep on telling you its all a mistake. I came down here for the first time in my life this morning, for my fortnights holiday. If I were the man you take me for, do you think I should come down here? Try and have a little sense.

EVANS (raging). If you talk to me like that Ill knock your head off.

FRED. YOU might try.

JACK (pushing in front of his father). Let me have a go at him. When Ive finished, his own mother wont know him.

EVANS (growling). No. Stop it. If you knock him about, how is she going to recognize him?

JACK. Well, I could give him one where it wont show. Just under the chin, say.

FRED. When Im not looking, I suppose. Thats the only way you could do it. I cant help your making mistakes, but I can help your putting your hands on me.

EVANS. Mistake! Old Dan Smith recognized you. He nodded at you, and you nodded back.

FRED. I nodded back without thinking, just out of politeness. It was just automatic.

EVANS. Auto  auto; look here, we dont want language of that sort in this house.

FRED (suddenly). By Jove!

EVANS. Whats the matter now?

FRED (in consternation). I was just thinking. Suppose she makes the same silly mistake youve made? Good Lord!

JACK (to EVANS). Keeps it up pretty well, dont he?

FRED. But suppose she does? Where shall I be? You cant go out into the street and fetch in sons-in-law like that, you know  I believe its a plant. You want to get a husband for a girl that cant get one for herself. But you wont get me.

EVANS (threatening him). Thats enough. You keep a still tongue in your head, else Ill knock it off.

FRED. If you think you can kidnap me youre jolly well mistaken. If your daughter wants to get married, let her go out and find a young man herself. Not set you to do it.

(He rushes to the street door and opens it; both men seize him roughly and drag him back. They have a long tussle.)

EVANS (forcing him into a chair). You stay where you are. If you try to get away, again, Ill twist your neck!

NANCY (off). What are you doing? Smashing the furniture, or what?

JACK. Come down and see. Weve got a prize-packet for you.

NANCY (off). Prize-packet? What is it?

EVANS (to JACK). GO up and tell her.

(JACK goes off, and immediately afterwards NANCYS voice is heard speaking rapidly and excitedly. FRED rises and, with an air of unconcern, inspects a print on the wall. EVANS watches him grimly. JACK returns.)

JACK. Shell be down in a minute. Titivating herself  (scornfully)  for him! Changing her frock.

FEED. She neednt trouble.

EVANS (loudly). You shut your mouth.

FEED. Perhaps I ought to smarten up a bit. (He goes to a small glass over the mantelpiece and, producing a small comb from his pocket, does his hair, straightens his tie, etc. He turns to EVANS.) Got a clothes-brush? EVANS. GO to blazes!

FEED. I dont know where it is, but Id sooner be there than here. How long is she going to be? I cant wait here all day, you know. Ive only got a fortnights holiday. Im losing fresh air and sunburn.

EVANS (desperately). If she doesnt hurry up, I shall kill him afore she comes down.

JACK. If you dont, I will!

FEED (blandly). Why not toss up for it?

(JACK and his father start up, but at that moment NANCY comes in.)

NANCY (looking around). Where is he?

EVANS. Eh? Why, there! Are you blind, or what?

NANCY (shrilly). That? Thats not my Bert.

FEED (deferentially). Thats what I told them. Over and over again.

EVANS (loudly, to NANCY). What! Look again.

NANCY. If I looked all night it wouldnt make any difference. The idea of making such a mistake! I think I know whos blind.

FEED (magnanimously). Were all liable to make mistakes; even the best of us.

JACK. YOU take a good look at him; and dont forget that its four years since you saw him. Isnt that Berts nose?

NANCY (looking at FEED). Not a bit like it; not a bit. Bert had a beautiful nose. As straight as  as  

FEED. AS mine!

JACK. Look at his eyes  arent they Berts eyes?

(NANCY looks at FRED and, meeting his gaze, tosses her head scornfully and tries, but in vain, to stare him down.)

EVANS. Well?

NANCY (turning away). Not a bit like. And if you dont like Bert, you neednt insult him. (She sits down with her back to FEED.)

EVANS (discomfited). Well, I could ha sworn it was Bert Simmons. Hes the living spit of him.

JACK. Me, too; Id ha sworn to him anywhere. Its the most extraordinary likeness Ive ever seen. (He catches his fathers eye, and, with a jerk of his head towards FEED, awaits instructions.)

EVANS (with an attempt at dignity). He can go. He can go this time, and I hope that itll be a lesson to him not to go about looking like other people. If he does, next time, praps, he wont escape so easy.

FEED (blandly). Youre quite right; Ill get a new face first thing to-morrow morning. I ought to have done it before. (He turns to NANCY.) Good-bye  Im sorry I have disappointed you.

NANCY (heatedly). Disappointed me?

FEED. Yes, you came down all smiles to see Bert Simmons. Would you like to know my opinion of him?

NANCY. I dont want to know your opinion. Its no use to me.

FRED (pausing at the door and speaking very slowly). My opinion of Bert Simmons is that he is a silly fool. A man that will stay away from you for four years ought to be sent to an idiot asylum. Four days would be enough for most men. Two for me!

(He goes out, shutting the door very slowly and carefully.)

EVANS. Most extraordinary likeness; more like Bert Simmons than Bert is like himself.

JACK. Said hed got a fortnights holiday. Wonder whether we shall see him again.

EVANS. Not if I can help it. I dont hold with people going about looking like people what they aint. Deceitful, I call it.

JACK. Seems to have took a fancy to Nan.

EVANS. There you are again; just like Bert Simmons. The only two that ever looked at her.

NANCY (with a derisive laugh). Fat lot you know! EVANS. Well, thats all I ever heard of.

NANCY (tossing her head). Theres a lot you dont hear of. Wouldnt be good for you.

EVANS (grimly). Thatll do, my gal! Thats enough.

(NANCY shrugs her shoulders and goes and sits by the window. She turns suddenly with an exclamation.)

NANCY. He  hes coming back! (She rises.)

(Father and son look at each other, and then stand looking at the door. There is a gentle tap; then a louder one. The door is opened very slowly and the head of FEED appears.)

EVANS (gruffly). Yes! What have you come back for?

(FEED slips into the room softly, closes the door behind him and removes his hat.)

FRED (slowly, and avoiding NANCYS eye). I have come back because I feel ashamed of myself.

EVANS. Ashamed of yourself.

FRED (gazing nervously in the direction of NANCY). I  I havent been behaving well; Ive been deceiving you; I am Bert Simmons. At least, that is the name I told you four years ago.

EVANS (in a roar). I knew I hadnt made a mistake. I knew him well enough. Shut the door, Jack. Dont let him go.

FRED. I dont want to go. I have come back to make amends.

JACK. Fancy Nancy not knowing him!

FRED. She was afraid of getting me into trouble, and I just gave her a wink not to recognize me. She knew me well enough, bless her!

NANCY (hotly). How dare you? Why, Ive never seen you before in my life! How dare you tell such lies?

FRED (brazenly). All right, Nan; but its no good keeping it up now. Ive come back to act fair and square.

(NANCY attempts to speak, but has to struggle for her breath.)

EVANS (patting her on the back). There he is, my gal. Hes not much to look at, and hes treated you very shabby; but if you want him, I suppose you must have him.

NANCY (fiercely). Want him? Want him? I tell you its not Bert. How dare he come here and call me Nan? How dare he?

FRED (reproachfully). You used not to mind it.

NANCY (to EVANS and JACK). I tell you its not Bert. Do you think I dont know?

EVANS (looking round helplessly). Well, he ought to know who he is.

FRED (smiling at NANCY). Of course I ought. Besides, what reason should I have for saying I am Bert if I am not? Eh? Tell me that.

JACK (to NANCY). Thats a fair question. Why should he?

NANCY (tartly). Better ask him.

EVANS (slowly). Look here, my gal. For four years youve been grieving over Bert, and me and Jack have been hunting for him high and low. Weve got him at last, and now youve got to have him. You know me!

JACK. If he dont run away again. I wouldnt trust him further than I could see him.

EVANS (blankly). No, me neither. And if he does, Nanll be worse than ever.

NANCY (overwrought). Oh! Oh! I keep telling you it isnt Bert.

EVANS (disregarding her). What about tying him up and locking him in the attic?

JACK. And whos going to take his meals to him?

EVANS. Hm! I didnt think of that. Praps we could get young Bob Smith to watch him. He aint been doing much lately.

FRED. Why bother? I came back of my own free will, didnt I? Ill never go away from Nancy again, never!

(NANCY rises and walks up and down the room.)

EVANS (sharply). Sit down. How can I think while you are doing that?

FRED. Look here! Ive got an idea. Ill lodge with you and Ill give you all my money and things to take care of. I cant run away without money. (He counts his money and places it on the table.) Nine pounds eighteen shillings and fourpence, return ticket, watch and chain. There you are, will that do?

JACK (to his father). What about his boots?

EVANS (pondering). He can have them. (He sweeps the money, watch, etc., into his pocket.) There you are, and the day you are married I hand them back to you.

NANCY. Hell have to wait a long time.

FRED. All good things are worth waiting for.

NANCY (eyeing him). Well see. (She walks to the street door.)

EVANS. Where are you going?

NANCY. Just going to tell one or two of Berts old friends that he has come back.

EVANS. What for?

NANCY (pausing with her hand on the latch). Oh, fun!

(She goes out.)

JACK. Whats she up to now?

EVANS. Just showing off a little temper. Wants to show she aint going to forgive him too easy. (He turns to FRED.) Not but what you behaved badly. However, let bygones be bygones, thats my motto. Live and let live.

JACK (enthusiastically). Cut and come again! Like he did last time.

EVANS (turning on him). Thats enough from you, my lad. When I want any of your lip Ill ask you for it.

JACK. All right. All right. But you mark my words, Nans up to something.

EVANS. Up to something? What can she be up to?

JACK. I dont know, but I do know that whenever you tell her to do anything, she never does it. Shes got the measure of your foot all right.

EVANS (threateningly). Somebody elsell have it, too, if theyre not careful.

JACK. All right. But the idea of anybody wanting to marry Nan is what gets over me. I cant see anything in her, and Ive known her long enough.

FRED (hotly). You havent got any taste.

JACK. I dont want any if it makes chaps marry. I always think that anybody that gets married is a bit of a softy. Always have.

EVANS (exploding). Look here, my lad! Are you forgetting that I was married?

JACK (taken rather aback). No  no; but, of course, you were very young at the time. Very young.

FRED. Thats the best time to marry.

JACK. Yes, if you wait till you get older you know too much; you keep single and spend your money on yourself. (Musingly.) I wonder whether Nan has run away.

EVANS. Run away? What for?

JACK (jerking his head towards FRED). That.

EVANS (uneasily). Nonsense! She wouldnt do that. Besides, where could she run to?

JACK (with great calmness). Might have jumped into the harbour.

(EVANS and FEED, uttering ejaculations, rise from their chairs. EVANS goes to the door, opens it and looks out. He closes it and re-enters the room.)

EVANS (to JACK). Youve got a nasty mind, thats what youve got. Shes just standing at the corner, talking to old Ben Prout.

FRED (nervously). I hope I havent upset her. JACK. Upset her! Its Nancy thatll do the upsetting. Didnt you find that out the last time you were here?

FRED. NO.

JACK. What did you run away for, then?

FRED. Eh? Oh, I dont know. I  I  er  

EVANS (to JACK). Thats all over. Dont say anything more about it. If you must open that mouth of yours, try to say something pleasant.

(Enter NANCY. She is smiling.)

What have you been out for?

NANCY. Nothing. I just went out to tell one or two of Berts old friends that he had come back.

JACK. Bert! Bert! Just now you said he wasnt Bert.

NANCY. Yes, but I know better now.

EVANS. I cant think how it was you didnt know him at first. Youre usually wide awake enough.

NANCY (smiling at FEED). Silly of me, but I am silly sometimes. I was before, wasnt I, Bert?

FEED (tenderly). Not what you could call silly. NANCY (sharply). Oh! What would you call it, then?

FEED. I dont know exactly; but I liked it. NANCY (with an odd smile). Yes, you liked everything I did  except one. Do you remember what you said that afternoon when I put a hot spoon down your neck? FRED. Yes.

NANCY (still smiling at him). What was it?

FRED (primly). I wont repeat it.

EVANS. Quite right. I can imagine what you said, but theres no need to repeat it. I wont have bad language in this house  Ive told Jack so, over and over again.

NANCY (to FRED). And you havent forgotten that evening in Shell Alley?

FRED (fervently). I shall never forget it.

NANCY. Joe Wilson and Ben Prout were there. You always liked them.

FRED. Always. Very nice chaps. Both of em.

(NANCY coughs, and pulling out her handkerchief, continues to cough. FRED gently pats her back.)

NANCY. Oh, dear! (She coughs again, loudly.)

(The door to the street is slowly pushed open and the head of JOE WILSON appears.)

JOE. Evening, Mr. Evans. Evening, Jack. Why!

Halloa! Bert! Well, of all the  

FRED (rising, and with an attempt at enthusiasm). Hal-loa!

JOE (gripping his hand). I thought you was lost. I never thought I was going to set eyes on you again.... Well, this is a surprise. You aint forgot Joe Wilson, have you?

FRED. Course I havent, Joe. Id have known you anywhere.

(They shake hands again, and JOE, at NANCYS invitation, takes a chair.)

JOE. YOU aint altered a bit.

FRED. YOU either, Joe.

JOE. Its quite like old times again. Do you remember when you went away, and me and Ben Prout were there to see you off?

FRED (hesitatingly). Ye-es. Of course I do.

JOE. We thought you wasnt there at first, and then we saw you and Nancy standing behind a milk-can, saying good-bye.

NANCY. Thatll do! When I want you to be funny, Joe Wilson, Ill tell you.

JACK (grinning). They dont make those milk-cans fat enough.

NANCY. And thats enough from you.

JOE. Ah! Those were happy times. I lay you havent forgot one thing, Bert?

FRED. Whats that?

JOE. That arf-quid I lent you.

FRED (amazed). Half-quid? What half-quid?

JOE. The arf-quid I lent you four years ago.

(FRED turns and eyes NANCY. She smiles broadly.)

FRED (slowly). Come to think of it, I do remember something.

JOE. That night at the Dolphin. Youd come out without any money.

FRED. Oh  yes. (He turns to EVANS.) Would you mind giving Joe half a quid of that money youre minding for me?

EVANS (knitting his brows, and taking money from his pocket places it on the table, and turns to JOE). Here you are.

JOE (picking it up). Thankee. Well, its nice to see you again, Bert. So long.

(He turns to the door, and makes a quick exit, leaving the door open. There is a long pause.)

FRED (lightly). Same old Joe. He hasnt altered a bit.

JACK. Seems to have a good memory.

EVANS (glumly, to FRED). Better memory than you seem to have.

FRED. I dont borrow money, as a rule. (He glances at NANCY.) I suppose thats how I came to forget it, (The door is pushed open a little more, and the face of BEN PROUT appears. He nods waggishly at FEED, and then, breathing heavily, makes his way to him with hand outstretched. FEED forces a smile and shakes hands.)

How goes it?

PROUT (sinking into a chair and addressing the company). Hes grown better-looking than ever.

FEED. So have you. I should hardly have known you.

PROUT. Well, Im glad to have seen you again. Were all glad to see you back, and I ope that when the wedding-cake is sent out therell be a bit for old Ben Prout.

FEED (quickly). Youll be the first, Ben.

PROUT. Thats right. Thats right. Ah, its a sight for sore eyes to see you two together again. If ever a couple was made for each other, you was. Why, every time I look at you I feel younger!

EVANS (gruffly). Well, go on looking at them. Theres no charge.

PROUT (shaking his head). No, I know there aint. Money couldnt pay for it. And talking of money, it only shows what mistakes a man can make. It only shows how easy it is to misjudge ones feller-creatures. (He turns to FEED.) When you went away sudden, four years ago, I says to myself, Ben Prout, I says, make up your mind to it, that two quid as gorn.

(There is a pause; all look, first at him, and then at FEED.)

FEED (stiffly). Two quid? What two quid?

PROUT (in a surprised voice). The two quid I lent you.

FEED. YOU never lent me two quid.

PROUT (in a pained voice, as he rises). All right. Say no more about it then. It dont matter. It wont be the first money Ive lent  and lost, and I dont suppose it will be the last. (He moves towards the door.)

FEED (uncomfortably conscious of the gaze of EVANS and JACK). Perhaps you are mixing me up with somebody else. When did you lend me the money?

NANCY (in a syrupy voice). When you and I met him that evening on the pier. Dont you remember? He had to go home to get it.

PROUT. Ran all the way, I did.

NANCY (smiling at FRED). The night before you went home. You must remember it.

FRED. I cant honestly say that I do, but if you say so it must be right. (He turns nervously to EVANS.) Would you mind paying him for me?

(EVANS rises and puts his hand in his trouser-pocket. PROUT stands in front of him, his fingers twitching.)

EVANS (gruffly, to FRED). Well, its your money, and I suppose you ought to pay your debts; still  

(EVANS puts the money on the table and breaks off his remarks in amazement as PROUT, snatching it up, bolts headlong from the room.)

JACK. Seems to be in a hurry. I expect hes gone off to the Cat and Fiddle to spend it before Bert can borrow it again.

EVANS (heavily, looking at FRED and NANCY). I dont like people who borrow money. Its a bad habit and gets them a bad name.

(There is a slight sound at the street door, and they all gaze at it, as inch by inch it slowly opens.)

(In stentorious tones.) Well! What do you want?

(The door closes hastily; EVANS springs up and opening it, looks out.)

(Shouting.) Now then! You clear off; Ive had about enough of it. The next man that shoves his head into my room will get it broken!

(He closes the door, re-enters the room and sits down, choking.)

(To JACK.) Three of em! Three of em!

JACK. I wonder whether theres enough money left to pay em all?

EVANS (fiercely). Thats his look-out.

(He rises and addresses FRED.)

Look here! Ive had enough of this. I think we can do without you, after all. Ive no doubt you owe money all over England. Youre a cadger, thats what you are. (He produces FREDS watch and chain, money, etc., and dumps them on the table.) Here you are. Take it and go.

(FRED opens his mouth as though about to speak. Then slowly he takes the things from the table and crams them into his pocket. He stands looking from one to the other.)

(Pointing.) Theres the door!

(FRED blunders towards it.)

JACK. And three of em waiting outside for you.

NANCY (with gentle severity). Cheats never prosper.

FRED (pausing at the door). Good-bye.

NANCY (slowly). Good-bye. Its your own fault, you know. If you hadnt come here pretending to be Bert Simmons and calling me Nan, as if you had known me all your life, I wouldnt have done it.

FRED. It doesnt matter. I wish I was Bert Simmons, thats all. Good-bye.

EVANS (listening in open-mouthed astonishment). Wish you was? Wish you was? Look here! Man to man  are you Bert Simmons or are  you  not?

FRED. No.

NANCY. Of course not. I told you he wasnt.

EVANS. Why did you come back and say you were, then?

FRED (looking at NANCY). Because I thought Id like to be.

EVANS. And you didnt owe that money I gave Wilson and Ben Prout?

NANCY. Nobody owed it. I did it just to punish him.

EVANS (roaring, as he goes to the door). Ill have that money out of em if I have to turn em over and shake it out of their trouser pockets! You stay here. You, too, miss. Ill talk to you when I come back. Come on, Jack!

(He rushes out, followed by JACK.)

NANCY (after a long pause). Well, youve got me into a nice mess.

FEED. Never mind. Perhaps Bert Simmons will come back one day, and then youll be all right. No, thats impossible; he cant come back.

NANCY. Cant come back? Why not?

FEED (solemnly). Because hes dead.

NANCY. Dead? How do you know?

FEED. Im certain of it.

NANCY. Why?

FEED. Why, because if he was alive hed come back to you. Any man would. He couldnt stay away.

NANCY. I think youre crazy.

FEED (Softly). I wasnt until I saw you.

NANCY. Hm! Well, youd better make the most of it; fatherll be back soon.

FEED. I know, but this is the first day of my fortnight. (Musingly.) A hard-working, determined man can do a lot in a fortnight.

NANCY. YOU wont stay here. I can tell you that much.

FEED. NO, but I shall be in the same town. Thats something. And perhaps I can call and see you.

NANCY. I dont think you will, then.

FEED. Well, I can call and see your father. Ive taken quite a fancy to him.

NANCY. HOW nice! Perhaps youd like to sit and hold his hand when you come?

FEED (nodding). Thats a good idea. I shall close my eyes and try and think its yours.

NANCY (hotly). Mine? Have you noticed the size of fathers hand?

FEED. That doesnt matter. I can imagine its yours easy enough. Look here! Sit down a moment.

NANCY. What for?

FEED. If youll sit down, youll see.

(NANCY seats herself, scornfully. FEED takes a chair beside her.)

NANCY. Well?

FRED. Its just a little experiment. I want to hold your hand and see if I can imagine its your fathers. Then if I can do that itll prove to me that I can imagine his hand is yours.

NANCY. DO you think Im as crazy as you are?

FRED (wistfully). No, but I wish you were. But, of course, if youre afraid to let me hold your hand  

NANCY. Afraid!

(She gives him her hand.)

FRED (after a pause). No: Im afraid the experiment has failed. I couldnt possibly imagine that it is your fathers  or anybodys but yours. Its so soft and small, and  and  

NANCY (derisively). Go on! Surely you havent finished yet.

FRED (still holding her hand). I can think of a lot more if you will only give me time.

(There is a long pause.)

NANCY. Well?

FRED. I shall think of the words in a minute; theyre just on the tip of my tongue. I hope your father wont get into any trouble trying to get that money back.

NANCY. Dont you worry about father; he can look after himself all right.

FRED. Yes, I suppose so; he looks strong. Its curious that he and Jack took me for Bert Simmons, and you knew that I wasnt. Pity it wasnt the other way about. But lifes like that. (He sighs.) Look here! Why not close your eyes and try and think Im Bert?

NANCY (dryly). Couldnt be done.

FRED. Why not?

NANCY. Because I know that Bert wouldnt just sit holding my hand.

FRED. Oh! He  he  he  

NANCY. Well?

FRED. Hed be a bit more venturesome, I suppose.

NANCY (half-closing her eyes and speaking dreamily). He would.

FRED (kissing her). Like that?

NANCY (starting up and pulling her hand away). Well, of all the impudence! How dare you?

(FRED rises as EVANS and JACK return.)

EVANS (putting the money on the table). Here you are. I gave Prout a black eye for his lot, and... Hallo! Whats the matter?

NANCY (dramatically). He  he kissed me!

EVANS (calmly). Well, you must have given him some encouragement.

NANCY (rising voice). Encouragement?

EVANS. Yes, I know you, my gal. You wouldnt be kissed unless you wanted to be.

NANCY (breathlessly). O-oh!

EVANS (nodding). Yes, you can say Oh, as much as you like.

NANCY (loftily). I was taken by surprise  I never dreamt  (She turns to FRED.) If you were a man youd tell my father how you did it.

(FRED puts his arm round NANCYS waist, draws her head on to his shoulder, and, very slowly, kisses her.)

FRED (turning to EVANS). Like this, sir.

CURTAIN.
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Jacobs body was cremated at Golders Green Crematorium, the first crematorium to be opened in London, Barnet
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Jacobs ashes were scattered in the garden of Golders Green Crematorium
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OEBPS/Images/image02191.jpeg
T thought all along Lawyer Quince would have the laugh of you.”





OEBPS/Images/image02192.jpeg
¢ ¢ How did you get in that shed ?* demanded her parent.”
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< He took it round, and everybody "ad a look at it.
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 Old Sam said "ow surprised he was at them for letting Bill do it.”
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OEBPS/Images/image02426.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image02185.jpeg
4 Then e got up and patted Bill on the back, very gentle.”
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“4¢ ¢ None o yer impudence,” said the farmer."”
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“The proprietor eyed him with furtive glee as he passed,
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£ ¢ Go and sleep somewhere clse, then,” ses Dixon."
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€ For the second time he left the court without a stain on his character.”
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egan to regain some of his old self-esteem.
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4 In a pitiable state of ¢ nerves” he sat at the extreme end of a bench.”
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““Mr. Blows, conscious of the strength of his position, walked up to them,"*





OEBPS/Images/image02221.jpeg
€ They dragged the river,” resumed his wife, ¢and found the cap.’ ™
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< The constable watched him with the air of a proprietor.”
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OEBPS/Images/image02212.jpeg
< Bob Pretty pointed with "is finger.®





OEBPS/Images/image01995.jpeg
4 He met these annoances with 2 set face,





OEBPS/Images/image02237.jpeg
¢ Good riddance,” ssid Mr. Burton, savagely.’”





OEBPS/Images/image01996.jpeg
#¢Can’t you let her see that her attentions are undesirable ?**





OEBPS/Images/image02238.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image01993.jpeg
“Mr. Wilks drank to the health of both of them.”*





OEBPS/Images/image02235.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image01994.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image02236.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image01999.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image02000.jpeg
“Sniffing at their contents,”





OEBPS/Images/image01997.jpeg
¢ He took a glass from the counter and smashed it on the floor.””





OEBPS/Images/image02239.jpeg
CAPTAINS

ALL






OEBPS/Images/image01998.jpeg
“The great thing was to get Teddy Silk home.”
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